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A B S T R A C T

Trauma in childhood is highly prevalent and can significantly impact students’ social, emotional, 
behavioural, and learning outcomes. With a growing interest in trauma-informed education, 
limited research directly engages with young people’s views on how educators and schools can 
support students exposed to trauma. This qualitative study explored the perspectives of young 
people on what actions teachers should engage in, and also avoid, to support young people 
exposed to traumatic events. Responses from 159 young people collected via an anonymous 
survey were analysed using thematic analysis. Several important themes were highlighted, with 
an emphasis placed on teachers as a pathway to support, the importance of adapting curriculum 
and practices to meet students’ needs, and minimising behaviours that risk further harm or 
trauma. Participants stressed the importance of privacy and confidentiality, and the need for 
teachers to minimise behaviours that marginalise, exclude or perpetuate inequity, as these factors 
can discourage young people from seeking help. Implications from this study emphasise the need 
to incorporate young people’s perspectives when developing and implementing school trauma 
programs and policies. Further recommendations include the need for increased access to pro
fessional development in trauma-informed practices in education, along with resources to assist 
teachers in supporting young people exposed to trauma.

1. Introduction

Trauma is increasingly recognised as a significant concern in the lives of children and adolescents, with implications across 
emotional, psychological, social, and academic domains. It can be described as a response to experiences of overwhelming stress that 
may occur following a threat, harm, violence, or events that significantly disrupt a person’s sense of safety and stability (American 
Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013). Further, responses to trauma can differ depending on the nature of the event, ranging from 
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single incidents to repeated or prolonged interpersonal harm, including childhood physical or sexual abuse and family violence. These 
are typically referred to as simple and complex trauma, respectively (Cloitre et al., 2018).

Studies conducted internationally suggest that trauma exposure is widespread among young people, with estimates indicating that 
between 62 % and 68 % of youth will encounter at least one traumatic event by age 16 (Bendall et al., 2018; Copeland et al., 2007; 
McLaughlin et al., 2013). In the Australian context, recent studies indicate that a substantial portion of the population is exposed to 
potentially traumatic experiences—ranging from one in three individuals experiencing physical, emotional, or sexual abuse during 
childhood (Mathews et al., 2023), to estimates of up to 75 % experiencing trauma at some point across their lifetime (Productivity 
Commission, 2020).

The consequences of early trauma can affect multiple areas of functioning including elevated risks of developing mental health 
difficulties (Fernando et al., 2014), such as anxiety disorders, depression, and posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD; Bender et al., 2020; 
Valladares-Garrido et al., 2023). The effects of childhood trauma also extend into adulthood, where it is associated with increased 
likelihood of substance use, chronic physical health conditions and impaired social and occupational functioning (Dye, 2018; Nelson 
et al., 2020). In particular, difficulties in interpersonal relationships and attachment are commonly reported and may continue to 
shape a person’s wellbeing across the lifespan (Fares-Otero et al., 2023; Fitzgerald, 2021). These far-reaching effects underscore the 
need for early identification and targeted support.

1.1. Young people and help-seeking

Despite the high rates of mental health concerns reported among adolescents (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2023), many 
young people are hesitant to seek formal support. A range of relational barriers can impede help-seeking, including intersectional 
stigma, guilt, shame, lack of knowledge about available services, and difficulty trusting professionals (Bendall et al., 2018; Radez et al., 
2021; Yates et al., 2024). Access issues such as cost, limited service availability, and long wait times can also impact youth engagement 
with appropriate care (Ellinghaus et al., 2021). These practical and relational barriers are particularly significant for young people 
exposed to trauma. For instance, a study by Ellinghaus et al. (2021) found that invalidating responses from health professionals or a 
lack of support from caregivers, can make young people less likely to disclose trauma or follow through with treatment. In some cases, 
stigma within the family may act as an additional obstacle, with parents or carers discouraging help-seeking behaviours (Lynch et al., 
2022; Yates et al., 2024). These relational and practical barriers often intersect, meaning that even when services are available, a lack 
of trust or perceived stigma can still deter young people from engaging with formal supports (Yates et al., 2024).

Given these challenges, research suggests that adolescents are more likely to turn to informal sources of support than to mental 
health professionals (Achar & Mehrotra, 2024). In an Australian study, adolescents aged 14 to 15 mostly reported seeking help from 
friends (74 %) or parents (69 %), with only 9 % engaging with a mental health clinician (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 2018). 
Others have found that young people prefer to consult school-based staff such as counsellors or teachers, rather than psychologists or 
health services (Mok et al., 2021). Similarly, Lawrence et al. (2015) also reported older adolescents often prefer to discuss emotional 
challenges with peers or teachers and that nearly 40 % of those with a diagnosed mental illness had accessed school support services. 
These findings highlight the important role of school environments in shaping pathways to care.

1.2. The role of teachers in providing support to young people

Teachers occupy a unique position in the lives of students and can serve as a key point of contact for young people who are 
experiencing distress. Research has highlighted the important role teachers can play in identifying signs of trauma and offering initial 
support or referrals (Alisic, 2012; Berger et al., 2021). Russell et al. (2024) found teachers who receive support and training in 
trauma-informed practices were more likely to implement new strategies in the classroom, with significant changes in teacher attitudes 
over time. However, many educators report that they do not feel adequately prepared for this responsibility, with gaps in training, a 
lack of trauma-specific knowledge, and uncertainty about how to respond appropriately to students’ needs (Berger et al., 2020; Reker, 
2016). In Reker’s (2016) study, teachers described feeling a sense of responsibility for students’ academic, behavioural, and emotional 
wellbeing, but also identified constraints such as limited training, time pressures, and insufficient understanding of trauma’s impacts. 
Other qualitative research has similarly found that teachers often feel ill-equipped to confidently support trauma-exposed students 
(Barrett & Berger, 2021; Berger et al., 2021). While teachers can be vital allies—offering stability, encouragement, and con
nection—they can also inadvertently cause harm. Poorly handled interactions, breaches of trust, or punitive responses to 
trauma-related behaviours may exacerbate distress (Dutil, 2020). Similarly Russell et al. (2024) found the attitudes and personal 
experiences of teachers mediated both positive and negative classroom environments, particularly for students who have experienced 
trauma. Both studies caution that without adequate training, teachers may misinterpret trauma signals, leading to missed opportu
nities for support or re-traumatisation.

1.3. Trauma-Informed school practices

In response to growing awareness of trauma’s impact on student learning and behaviour, trauma-informed approaches have gained 
traction within education (Martin et al., 2023). These initiatives typically involve training for teachers on how to recognise 
trauma-related behaviours, respond with empathy and care, and create safe, supportive learning environments (Berger, 2019; Martin 
et al., 2023). One widely used framework for understanding and responding to trauma appropriately is the Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration’s (SAMHSA) “Four R’s” of trauma-informed care: Realise the widespread impact of trauma; 
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Recognise its signs and symptoms; Respond appropriately; and actively seek to avoid Re-traumatisation (SAMHSA, 2014).
Evidence from school-based programs suggests that trauma-informed practice can reduce symptoms of anxiety, depression, and 

PTSD in students, while also improving academic engagement (Berger, 2019; Dorado et al., 2016). In addition to emotional wellbeing, 
benefits may include reduced behavioural incidents and greater consistency in attendance. There is a growing understanding about the 
efficacy of trauma-informed practice within schools, though, existing research often focuses on program outcomes rather than the 
views of those young people for whom it is intended to benefit. While teacher perspectives have been explored in previous studies 
(Berger et al., 2021; Kostouros et al., 2023), there is relatively little empirical research that captures young people’s perspectives on 
how schools and teachers can best support them following trauma. Given that adolescents may be more likely to turn to a teacher than 
to a health professional, incorporating their insights may better inform teachers and educators on how best to provide support, and in 
turn increase the quality of resources available for future young people exposed to trauma. This study is informed by a participatory 
research lens, which emphasises the importance of including young people’s voices in research that directly concerns them. In line 
with youth participatory research principles (Smith et al., 2024), we position adolescents as expert informants in their own experiences 
and acknowledges their perspectives as integral to informing educators on how to better support them in trauma-informed ways.

1.4. Study aim and research questions

This study aims to inform research and education by amplifying young people’s perspectives on teacher behaviour in the context of 
trauma. Two research questions were framed around supportive practices, and those that hinder or act as a barrier to support: 

1. According to young people, what actions should teachers take to support students who have experienced a traumatic event?
2. According to young people, what actions should teachers avoid when supporting students who have experienced a traumatic event?

2. Method

2.1. Study context

The study was conducted in Australia. Australian schools are characterised by increasing interest in trauma-informed education, 
yet many schools operate without standardised guidelines or mandatory training (Howard et al., 2022). The decision to use a national 
sample was intended to capture a broad and inclusive range of student experiences across different regions, school types and 

Table 1 
Participant Demographic Information.

Demographics n %

Age 
15 
16 
17 
18

23 
50 
55 
29

14.5 
31.4 
34.6 
18.2

Age Missing 2 1.3
Gender: 

Male 
Female 
Non-binary/gender diverse 
Prefer not to say

83 
74 
1 
1

52.2 
46.5 
0.6 
0.6

School level: 
Year 8 
Year 9 
Year 10 
Year 11 
Year 12 
Tertiary 
No longer attend school

7 
18 
30 
54 
37 
4 
8

4.4 
11.3 
18.9 
34.0 
23.3 
2.5 
5.0

School level Missing 1 0.6
Birthplace 

Australia 
Other

137 
20

86.2 
12.6

Unknown 2 1.3
Country of Residence 

Australia 
Other

141 
14

88.7 
8.8

Unknown 
First Nations Peoples

4 2.5

Aboriginal 49 30.8
Torres Strait Islander 35 22.0
Total Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 84 52.8
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jurisdictions.

2.2. Participants

Participants were recruited using a purposive sampling strategy via targeted social media advertising. Eligibility criteria included 
being 15 to 18 years, and those who were currently or recently enrolled in secondary education. 159 young people aged between 15 
and 18 years (M = 16.6, SD = 0.9), were recruited across Australia. Those who expressed interest under 15 years of age were excluded 
from the study due to the sensitivity of the research topic. No participants were excluded based on trauma history, gender or ethnicity. 
Recruitment aimed to ensure diverse representation of young people. The final sample included 83 male, 74 female, one non-binary 
young person, and one person who preferred not to disclose their gender. Participants were enrolled in school from Year 8 through to 
Year 12, with a small number no longer at school, or engaged in tertiary study. The majority were born in Australia (86.2 %) and 
currently lived in Australia (88.7 %). A notable proportion identified as Aboriginal (30.8 %) and/or Torres Strait Islander and (22.0 %) 
and represent more than half the participants included in the study. This outcome was unexpected. See Table 1 for further details.

2.3. Materials

Participant responses were collected using an anonymous online qualitative survey using open ended questions developed for this 
study, which was administered via Qualtrics (online software website). The survey included two components, the first being a set of 
questions that captured demographic information, such as age, gender, country of birth and residence, ethnicity, and school grade. The 
second section included two open-ended prompts inviting participants to describe what teachers should, and should not do to best 
support young people exposed to trauma. Trauma was defined for participants using the SAMHSA (2014, p. 7) definition of “an event, 
series of events, or set of circumstances that is experienced by an individual as physically or emotionally harmful or threatening, and 
that can have adverse effects on the individual’s mental, physical, social, emotional, or spiritual well-being.” Participants were asked, 
“What do you think teachers should do to help young people your age who are exposed to a traumatic event?” and “What do you think 
teachers should not do when helping young people your age who are exposed to a traumatic event?”

2.4. Procedure

Ethics approval was granted by the Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee. Participants were recruited via social 
media advertisements on platforms including Facebook and Instagram, with snowball sampling encouraged through peer sharing. 
Those interested in completing the survey were directed to a link with further study information and provided their consent by clicking 
on a link to the survey. To protect anonymity and support participant wellbeing, no identifying information was collected within the 
main survey, and a separate optional form was provided for prize entry. Contact details for youth mental health services were available 
at the beginning and end of the questionnaire.

2.5. Data analysis and cleaning

Of the 2833 young people who accessed the survey, most were excluded due to incomplete responses or failure to answer the 
second section of the survey. Specifically, 2520 respondents were removed for answering only demographic items, while others were 
excluded for nonsensical responses (random strings of characters) or lack of consent. Therefore, data from 159 young people were 
included in the final analysis. Response length varied from a few words (e.g. “I don’t know”), to detailed paragraphs containing 
multiple sentences.

Thematic content analysis as outlined by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase approach was conducted to explore the perspectives 
of young people. This process involved: familiarisation with the data (responses to the surveys); generating initial codes; searching for 
themes amongst the codes; reviewing themes; defining and naming the identified themes; and finally presenting them in this report. 
Coding was conducted manually, with codes grouped into candidate themes through an iterative and reflexive process. Important 
components in establishing rigor and integrity within qualitative research, are ensuring trustworthiness, confirmability and 
dependability of the analysis process (Nowell et al., 2017), As such methods such as data immersion, researcher triangulation and peer 
discussion were employed. One author independently completed the initial analysis and coding of themes within the whole dataset, 
becoming immersed in the data. Following this, 20 % of their analysis was crossed-checked by a second author, effecting researcher 
triangulation. Inter-coder reliability was assessed using Cohen’s kappa (κ) with values ranging from moderate to perfect agreement 
(.57–1.0; Landis & Koch, 1977). The two authors then came together, reviewing discrepancies through robust peer discussion until 
consensus was reached.

2.6. Transparency in research

These data were drawn from a broader survey on young people’s views of support following trauma. Findings related to parental 
support have been published separately (Berger et al., 2025); the current study reports a distinct analysis focused specifically on 
teacher support.
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3. Results

There were 154 responses to the open-ended prompt “What do you think teachers should do to help young people your age who are 
exposed to a traumatic event?”, resulting in three primary and five secondary themes. For the second open-ended prompt “What do you 
think teachers should not do when helping young people your age who are exposed to a traumatic event?”, 148 participants responded, 
with three primary and 3 secondary themes emerging. Participants’ gender and age are indicated following each quote (e.g., G16 = girl 
aged 16; B15 = boy aged 15; NB16 = non-binary aged 16).

3.1. Research question one: according to young people, what actions should teachers take to support students who have experienced a 
traumatic event?

Three primary themes reflected students’ views on the types of actions and environments that are most helpful when navigating 
trauma in a school setting: Provide Support, Trauma-Informed Practices, and Uncertainty/Nothing. Five secondary themes were also 
identified and will be discussed within each of the main themes (See Table 2 for full list of themes).

3.1.1. Theme one: provide support
A large portion of participants identified teachers as a conduit for support to young people who have experienced trauma (65.9 % n 

= 91). Some participants noted teachers should generally “be supportive” (F18) and “offer support” (F16, F16, M15) 12.8 % (n = 19), 
however this concept was then further expressed in two ways: teachers and schools viewed as safe and supportive places in the context 
of students who have experienced trauma; and teachers as possible avenues to access guidance and support, either through school or 
additional resources.

3.1.1.1. School as a safe and supportive place. More than a third of participants (38.3 %, n = 57) valued schools, classrooms and 
teachers as places they felt safe, understood, and not judged. To ensure the school environment feels safe and supportive it was not 
considered necessary for a teacher to know everything about all the details, but as indicated by one participant, just “be supportive … I 
don’t think I would or will ever fully open up about everything to my teachers, but a supportive and safe feeling environment was all I 
needed” (F18).

Participant highlighted safety and support came from teachers withholding judgement and managing school performance in 
respectful ways: “there is nothing worse than when a teacher is condescending, especially when you haven’t had the ability to do their 
assigned work on time” (F16). Rather, participants indicated teachers “should be approachable, especially if a student has been 
triggered by something that they have said” (F17). Teacher accessibility and availability was considered particularly important should 
a student become distressed throughout their school day.

3.1.1.2. Providing guidance and support to students to seek professional help. Quite a few participants (14.8 % (n = 22) noted that they 
would like more support to be available within the school environment. For example, it was suggested teachers could offer students 
support, and “provide resources such as counselling” (F16), and have more “school counsellors, who are more available, in addition to 
making it abundantly clear that they are open to listen and help” (M17). Participants indicated they lacked knowledge about how to 
seek help from mental health professionals. Therefore, it was suggested teachers should be proactive and “provide support and access 
to services they need” (F16), offering encouragement and recommendations to help young people access mental health support.

3.1.2. Theme two: trauma-informed practices in schools
Another significant theme that was identified in this study was around the desire for trauma-informed practices. This was identified 

by the researchers through individual elements of trauma-informed practices being suggested by many of the participants in the study. 
These included: teacher awareness of the impact of trauma; teacher education around trauma-informed practice; capacity to recognise 
relevant behaviours and support young people in adaptive ways; respond with empathy; and avoid further harm through systemic 
whole school support. These concepts have been organised into three secondary themes discussed below.

3.1.2.1. Recognising signs and understanding impact. Almost one quarter of participants (23.5 %, n = 35) expressed a desire for teachers 
to better understand how trauma manifests in behaviour. “Notice the signs and reach out to ask them how they are. Understand their 
reasoning for misbehaving, acting out, falling asleep in class, etc.” (F17). When concerned it was suggested teachers should check in 

Table 2 
Question One: Primary and Secondary Themes.

Primary themes Secondary themes

1 Provide support School as a safe and supportive place
​ ​ Providing guidance and support to students to seek professional help
2 Trauma-informed practices in schools Recognising signs and understanding impact
​ ​ Teacher education and being trauma-informed
​ ​ Tailoring the school curriculum to suit the needs of young people
3 Uncertainty/nothing ​
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with students: “check on students especially if they are acting different” (F15). It was suggested teachers looks for signs such as 
“changes in mood and friendships” (M15), as this was seen as a potential indication of when a student may need extra support. While 
teachers should be aware of academic difficulties, flexibility and additional help within the classroom were also identified as 
important.

3.1.2.2. Teacher education and being trauma-informed. Some participants in this study (9.4 %, n = 14) stressed the need for all edu
cators to be trained in trauma-informed practices. “Trauma-informed education has helped teachers to evolve from the question of 
‘What is wrong with this student?’ to ‘What has this student been through?’” (M16). Participants indicated “teachers should be trauma- 
informed and understand trauma responses” (F17). By being so, teachers could “be understanding of kids situations” (M15) and “be 
more empathetic and understanding of a kid’s suffering and grief” (M17).

3.1.2.3. Tailoring the school curriculum to suit the needs of young people. Tying in with the previous two sub-themes some participants 
(14.8 %, n = 22) highlighted the need for adjustments to expectations, deadlines, and attendance. Teachers were advised that for some 
students exposed to trauma, attending school may be an achievement, with participants encouraging teachers to consider leniency and 
flexibility. “Try to go easy on them. They are not perfect but at least they are coming to school, they could have just thrown their hands 
up in the air and left but they didn’t” (F15). Likewise, some participants suggested academic accommodations would be beneficial for 
students’ wellbeing and help trauma-exposed young people stay engaged in school. One participant stated that they “think teachers 
should support students, make adjustments in the classroom and cater for their needs” (F17). Others suggested: “be lenient on ex
tensions and grades to take the pressure off students mental health” (F17); and “seek to keep students up to date if they are missing 
school or struggling to focus in class” (F17); and “don’t have punishments for not doing work” (NB16).

3.1.3. Theme three: uncertainty/nothing
There was a small number of participants (6.3 %, n = 10) who stated “I don’t know” or did not answer the prompt relating to what 

teachers could do to help young people exposed to traumatic events. There could be a number of possible explanations for this, 
including an unwillingness to share their perspective, not being sure what to suggest, having had negative experiences around trauma 
and teachers, disinterest in the question, or any number of other explanations. However, it is important to include here that not all 
participants chose to engage with this research question.

3.2. Research question 2: according to young people, what actions should teachers avoid when supporting students who have experienced a 
traumatic event?

Three primary and three secondary themes were identified in response to question two (see Table 3). Young people articulated 
behaviours and attitudes that could worsen distress or discourage disclosures.

3.2.1. Theme one: breaching privacy and confidentiality
A clear issue for participants (23.1 %, n = 33) was one of privacy and confidentiality. Teachers “should not share some of the 

students’ privacy with everyone,” (M16) and “should never disclose any information to anyone else unless it is absolutely necessary” 
(M16). Some participants expressed this should also be extended to young people’s carers, stating teachers should “not immediately 
tell parents/carers (unless they need to)” (F15), as this often “makes it worse” (F16). Rather teachers were encouraged to manage 
conversations with consideration for privacy, and also explicitly offer support in ways that do not draw attention to the young person. 
For example: 

If the person has brought it up and wants to discuss it, they should try to do so in an appropriate setting. If the person hasn’t 
brought it up, the teacher should make the whole group aware that they are available for help but not specifically mention any 
particular person. (M16)

3.2.1.1. Asking invasive questions. A secondary theme related to, and in contrast with providing confidential support and privacy, 
participants (7.7 %, n = 11) acknowledged this should also be tempered with respecting privacy. Asking “invasive questions, [or to] 
pester the students in any way” (M15) was identified as intrusive and could cause harm. They noted that “teachers should not ask 
excess questions about their situation” (M17), as this may trigger further distress, leaving the young person feeling even more 
unsupported: 

Table 3 
Question two: Primary and Secondary Themes.

Primary themes Secondary themes

1 Breaching privacy and confidentiality Asking invasive questions
2 Behaviours that marginalise, exclude and perpetuate inequity Pressure and punishment 

Blame for behavioural responses to trauma
3 Uncertainty/nothing ​
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Being forced to discuss my trauma or getting thrown into a psychologist’s office because of concern did not help me, and only 
push me further into a rabbit hole of feeling lost, scared, and even more mentally ill, and unsupported. (F18)

3.2.2. Theme two: behaviours that marginalise, exclude and perpetuate inequity
Many participants identified unhelpful responses to disclosure of trauma, were those behaviours (intentional or otherwise) that 

marginalised, excluded or perpetuated inequity. For example, some young people felt when teachers are “condescending, judgmental, 
[or] tell you to ‘just get over it’” (F16), it invalidated students’ lived experiences. Similarly, when teachers “ignore it or act like the 
student is overreacting” (F15), and “undervalue a person’s troubles in any way” (M17), this may prevent them from seeking support or 
disclosing their trauma in the future. Several participants also noted that when teachers drew comparisons to their own experiences or 
those of other students, this often left them feeling dismissed rather than supported: “I wish teachers would not do [sic] is compare us to 
other people and try to relate to our experiences and past life experiences. It often makes young people more stressed and upset” (F17).

3.2.2.1. Pressure and punishment. Overall, 25.2 %% (n = 36) of participants described how academic expectations and classroom 
discipline practices can compound stress for students dealing with trauma. Participants warned that teachers should not “put too much 
pressure on students” (F15) and where teachers “only focus on academic performance” (M17), this “will contribute to lowering the 
students’ self-esteem” (F17). Participants reported punitive measures such as yelling, strict enforcement of rules, or punishments may 
be harmful, invalidating or even triggering. As one participant simply put it, teachers “should not yell at them” (F15), with participants 
expressing a preference for flexibility, empathy, and compassion.

3.2.2.2. Blame for behavioural responses to trauma. Similarly, participants (6.3 %, n = 9) expressed concern that teachers may 
misinterpret or penalise behavioural responses that are actually rooted in trauma. Participants highlighted the risk of further alien
ation, and that teachers should avoid actions that “blame the student for the way they act as a result [of trauma]” (F18). Participants 
explained that blaming may decrease the likelihood of students reaching out for help again. Participants also felt that teachers should 
not “make them feel guilty for doing things in reaction to trauma” (F17), and that recognising the roots of behaviour is essential for 
supporting rather than harming recovery.

3.2.3. Theme three: uncertainty/nothing
Finally, as with themes regarding the first research question, there were participants (12.8 %, n = 20) who were not sure what 

behaviours teachers should avoid when supporting young people exposed to traumatic events. Such responses included, “I can’t 
answer that question” and “I don’t know”, or alternatively left the answer blank. Again, it is not possible to extrapolate why this is the 
case, other than acknowledging some felt they either were unable to or unwilling to answer the question.

4. Discussion

This study explored young people’s perspectives on how teachers can best support students who have experienced trauma. While 
trauma-informed approaches in schools have grown in visibility, there remains limited research that focuses on the views of young 
people themselves. With growing emphasis on consumer or lived-experience consultation when developing, implementing, and 
evaluating trauma-informed programs (Stokes et al., 2019); the current findings recognise young people as key informants in 
trauma-informed education research, with important implications for policy and practice. We offer nuanced, experience-based insights 
into both helpful and harmful teacher responses from the perspective of young people aged 15–18. Three key outcomes from this study 
were: teachers as a conduit for support; the need for teachers to engage in trauma-informed practices, and considerations around 
curriculum flexibility in the context of youth who have experienced trauma. These priorities are consistent with prior trauma-informed 
education frameworks that emphasise the dual role of teachers in providing both relational support and instructional flexibility 
(Brunzell et al., 2019; McLean et al., 2022), yet our study extends this work by capturing these priorities directly from young people’s 
perspectives.

These outcomes can also be understood through the lens of established trauma-informed practice frameworks. In particular, the 
SAMHSA (2014) “Four R’s” (Realise, Recognise, Respond, and Resist re-traumatisation) and the Australian National Guidelines for 
Trauma-Aware Education (Howard et al., 2022) provide a useful conceptual anchor. For example, young people’s emphasis on 
confidentiality and avoidance of punitive responses reflects the importance of resisting re-traumatisation. Their call for teachers to 
notice behavioural changes and provide empathetic responses aligns with recognising trauma’s impact and responding appropriately. 
Similarly, young people’s advocacy for curriculum flexibility and adjustments to assessment expectations resonates with guideline 
recommendations to create inclusive learning environments that realise the pervasive effects of trauma on engagement and wellbeing. 
By explicitly mapping student perspectives to these frameworks, our findings provide support for the applicability of trauma-informed 
principles for educators, while also extending them by highlighting actionable practices that young people themselves view as most 
important.

Participants strongly emphasised the value of teacher support, both informally—through empathy, patience, and availability—and 
more formally, by facilitating access to school- or community-based mental health resources. This finding aligns with previous research 
showing that young people often turn first to trusted adults in their immediate environment, including teachers, rather than formal 
services, when dealing with emotional distress (Lawrence et al., 2015; Mok et al., 2021). In light of the issues raised by Ellinghaus et al. 
(2021) around barriers to mental healthcare for youth, the current study’s findings are important: it suggests teachers are perceived as 
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playing a key role in creating safe environments at school; and that teachers and schools may offer access points for further support. 
Building on the recommendations of Dorado et al. (2016), the findings from this study suggest the need for school policies and teacher 
professional development that equip staff to effectively support students and establish clear referral pathways to mental health ser
vices. Similar conclusions have been reached in other evaluations of school-based trauma-informed initiatives, where staff training 
combined with clear referral pathways has been associated with improved student engagement and wellbeing (Howard et al., 2022; 
Jacobson, 2020).

The importance of teachers being trauma-informed and aware of trauma-related behaviours was a strong theme for this study. 
Young people recommended that teachers need to understand how trauma can affect students’ social and emotional wellbeing and 
academic learning. Particularly, they indicated teachers be aware of how punitive or dismissive behaviours could worsen the expe
rience of students. Dutil (2020) also comment on the negative impact teachers can have on students affected by trauma, when un
educated about normal trauma responses, and how to manage externalising behaviour. Young people of the current study suggested 
that rather than blaming students for their classroom behaviour, teachers respond in ways that were flexible, compassionate and free 
from judgement. Recommendations included consideration adjustments to the school curriculum based on students’ learning needs, 
reduced academic pressure, flexible assignment deadlines, and the importance of teachers working at the student’s pace. Young people 
suggest teachers understand that for some trauma-exposed young people, just attending school is an achievement. These insights align 
with many other prior studies of trauma-informed practice in education systems (Barrett & Berger, 2021; Jacobson, 2020; McEvoy & 
Salvador, 2020), including Berger et al.’s (2021) qualitative evaluation of teacher knowledge and responses to trauma, resulting in 
similar recommendations. Our findings provide validation from the consumer, lived-experience perspective of young people.

Key messages were also raised around other potentially harmful behaviours, that should be avoided, such as breaching confi
dentiality, and conversely applying pressure to disclose through invasive questions. As identified by Hepp et al. (2021) young people 
can become reluctant to seek mental health support due to past negative experiences with adults. Young people in our study reported 
reluctance to disclose trauma to teachers or seek support is impacted by concern about confidential information being shared with 
others. While teachers are not expected to act as counsellors, these findings highlight the importance young people place on fostering 
positive, nurturing, and trusting relationships between teachers and students, as a foundation for creating a trauma-sensitive learning 
environment. This emphasis on trust, empathy, and non-judgemental communication aligns with prior research highlighting the 
central role of teachers in providing emotional support and guidance to students navigating adversity (Cowie & Myers, 2021; McLean 
et al., 2022), particularly within trauma-informed educational approaches (Brunzell et al., 2019). Future trauma-informed approaches 
may consider training teachers about the importance of student privacy and managing confidentiality of students within the school 
environment. However, it is also important that teachers are trained to understand when and how they should report that a child has 
been exposed to trauma, especially in the context of mandatory reporting of child abuse or neglect, or if a parent/guardian is the 
perpetrator of the student’s trauma.

There are several established models of practice when delivering trauma-informed support to students in schools, though detailing 
specific approaches and models are beyond the scope of this study. Many include the pillars of promoting positive student-teacher 
relationships, developing the social-emotional skills of students, and building students’ coping and goal setting capabilities. This 
study is one of the first to demonstrate that young people endorse these areas of practice as important for teachers when responding to 
students exposed to trauma. This alignment between young people’s perspectives and established models reinforces the applicability of 
trauma-informed frameworks across diverse contexts, while also underscoring the value of incorporating student voice into program 
design and evaluation (Howard et al., 2022; Stokes et al., 2019). Young people emphasised that the relationships teachers share with 
students, how they respond and react to students exposed to trauma, and how they work with students to support their social, 
emotional, and academic development are all important in the context of supporting young people exposed to trauma. The results of 
this study can be used to promote greater use and sustained application of trauma-informed practice in schools and classrooms to best 
support students exposed to trauma.

4.1. Limitations and future research

This study, like most, has some limitations that require acknowledgement. First, due to ethical considerations the study did not ask 
participants to disclose if they had experienced trauma. Therefore, participant responses and perspectives may reflect a wide range of 
young people’s perspectives, rather than those only representing first-hand accounts. That said, several responses were provided from 
a personal and lived experience lens. Additionally, a strength of the study was understanding young people’s perspectives in relation to 
any type of traumatic event, however this could also be considered a limitation due to not understanding young people’s needs in 
relation to specific traumatic events. Future research could replicate this study by examining young people’s needs in the context of 
different traumatic events (e.g., physical abuse, emotional abuse, accidents) to capture more nuance in their recommendations on how 
teachers can support these students.

Secondly, the use of an open-ended online survey design provided accessibility to participants who provided valuable qualitative 
insights, however this method did not allow for clarification, follow up questions or exploration of participant views. To expand this 
research, interviews could provide more detailed and extensive information on what actions young people believe teachers should do 
(or avoid), when supporting young people exposed to trauma.

Finally, the current sample included an uncommonly high representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander participants. In 
Australia, approximately 3.2 % of individuals identify as either Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander people (ABS, 2021), however 
they accounted for more than half of the participants in this study. While the reasons for the high level of participation among young 
people identifying as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander are unclear, their strong representation in this study offers valuable 
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insight into how teachers can more effectively support students who have experienced trauma.

4.2. Implications

The outcomes from this study are timely, given the increased global recognition of the importance of mental health and wellbeing 
in educational policies and frameworks (e.g., Health-Promoting Schools [WHO] and Child-Friendly Schools [UNICEF]). In Australia, 
the National Guidelines for Trauma-Aware Education (Howard et al., 2022) provide evidence-based recommendations for embedding 
trauma-awareness across school systems and educational settings. However these guidelines have not been adopted as formal national 
policy, and their uptake and implementation remain inconsistent across states and territories, including rural and remote locations. 
While these guidelines are a positive step within the Australian context, guidelines for trauma-informed practices in educational 
settings are not prominently featured in global initiatives.

Findings from this study reinforce the importance of embedding trauma-informed practices within the daily operations of schools, 
through policies, teacher professional development, and as part of global initiatives around school culture. In particular, the per
spectives of young people in this study highlight the need for professional development that is sustained, whole-school, and grounded 
in lived experience. Training content should include: recognising signs of trauma and understanding its impacts (Martin et al., 2023; 
Jacobson, 2020); fostering trust and appropriately managing confidentiality within mandatory reporting obligations (Hepp et al., 
2021); adapting curriculum and assessment practices to support engagement (Howard et al., 2022; Jacobson, 2020); avoiding harmful 
or punitive responses (Dutil, 2020); and establishing clear referral pathways to specialist support (Howard et al., 2022). Imple
mentation strategies might incorporate scenario-based learning and whole-school approaches (Howard et al., 2022), co-design of 
professional development for teachers with young people (Hine et al., 2024; Stokes et al., 2019), follow-up mentoring, and ongoing 
evaluation to measure impact on teacher practice and student wellbeing. Professional development should be ongoing and embedded 
in both preservice teacher education and in-service training (Russell et al., 2024), covering areas such as recognising trauma in
dicators, appropriately managing confidentiality within mandatory reporting obligations, adjusting academic expectations, and 
fostering inclusive classroom climates (Howard et al., 2022). Implementation should also be supported by clear referral pathways for 
teachers and students, peer mentoring, and access to specialist consultation when needed.

This study also underscores a critical need for integrating trauma awareness into teacher training curricula for preservice teachers. 
The findings can be directly integrated into university-based teacher education programs through either the development of specific 
modules or courses focused on trauma-informed practice, in line with recommendations outlined in the National Guidelines (Howard 
et al., 2022). These modules could be designed to provide future teachers with the knowledge and skills needed to recognise and 
respond effectively to trauma-related behaviours and the needs in their students. Such an initiative could be supported by professional 
membership bodies and registration organisations and should sit alongside further professional development opportunities available 
once teachers enter the teaching profession.

5. Conclusion

This study examined young people’s views on what teachers should do—and avoid doing—when supporting students who have 
experienced trauma. By centring students’ voices, the research offers valuable insights into both the supportive practices that foster 
recovery and the behaviours that may unintentionally cause harm or disengagement. Young people emphasised the importance of non- 
judgemental communication, flexibility in curriculum, and careful management of confidentiality. Given the prevalence of childhood 
trauma, these findings underscore the urgency of embedding trauma-informed approaches within teacher education and professional 
learning so that educators are equipped with the skills, confidence, and systemic supports needed to respond sensitively and effectively 
to young people affected by trauma.

The data for this study has not been made publicly available due to the qualitative nature, and ethical requirements. The data was 
drawn from a broader survey on young people’s views of support following trauma. Findings related to parental support have been 
published separately (Berger et al., 2024); the current study reports a distinct analysis focused specifically on teacher support.
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