
>> Good morning, everybody. I'd like to welcome you on behalf of our team here from Saint Stephens. I 
want to thank you for coming and sharing part of your morning with us. Come on. Oh, there. I'll get it. 
We are from Saint Stephens Academy. It's a private academic school located on the campus of Glade 
Run Lutheran Services in Zelienople, Pennsylvania, which is about 30 miles north of Pittsburgh. Our 
demographics: we serve approximately 300 students a year, typically anywhere between 275-280 at a 
time in grades K through 12. 92 percent of our students have special needs, which means they have 
IEPs. And we have quite a selection of kids that range from, again, kindergarten through 12th grade. Our 
two populations of students are day and residential. We have a residential program here that's licensed 
to have 90 residents at a time. And they're typically pretty full. These are residents that are pretty much 
at the top of the mental health triangle if you think about the RTI triangle. So we draw students from 
that program. And they're intertwined and mixed with our day student population. We serve students 
with very profound needs. They include mental health, trauma, behavioral needs that are children with 
social awkwardness, social challenges and a lot of kids with emotional problems that are unable to 
regulate their emotions. And oftentimes, we see quite a bit of aggression. Needless to say, the children 
we serve are at the high end of each area that we work with, mental health and education. And these 
children are often very challenged academically as well and often 2, 3, and even 4 years behind in their 
academics. Just to show you how we view Saint Stephens, and I know other programs view their 
programs as well, in terms of the high level of need that they serve. But you're familiar with the RTI 
standard of the three tiers. At Saint Stephens, we look at tier 4, 5, and 6 because our general population 
is made up of all of education's tier 3 students. They usually don't get referred out of a school district 
until the school district has done everything they could to serve the needs of that child, and they need a 
much more restrictive environment and a much more intensive program. But we found that we too 
have three tiers in our program. We have children served at different levels that are general education, 
special education services. We have children that are in enhanced classes. We have an autism program. 
And we have children at the tier three level. We created something called a tertiary program that meets 
the needs of even our highest risk kids. There could be a third triangle up here that would be a mental 
health triangle that would be very comparable to this. And even that would be the top tier of the 
students we serve. These are kids that need RTF treatment. And for those of you who are not familiar 
with residential treatment facilities, they are the longer-term programs for children that need in-patient 
psychiatric care. These children ... And as you know today, you can't keep kids in a psychiatric hospital 
very long. They get them in and out pretty quickly. So what you have is a lot of cycling of kids. And what 
happens is these kids eventually end up getting referred to RTFs. In the past, in Pennsylvania, we used to 
have state hospitals. I believe there was an eastern state near Philadelphia. And in the Pittsburgh area, 
we had Mayview State Hospital and Woodville State Hospital, both of whom had very, very good in-
patient psychiatric programs. Those programs no longer exist. So those children that used to go to long-
term psychiatric hospitals are now showing up in RTFs. The interesting thing about this is that you all 
deal with the same kids. They're in your schools. And these are usually the high-end kids that you're 
dealing with. And this is the population that we work with every day. I'm fortunate to have a couple 
teachers here today who work with these children who will share some of their experiences and talk to 
you about how we set up our program to meet the needs of these kids. But overall, you all have 
probably had some experience with children that we serve, children that are the most difficult to 
manage, the most difficult to understand and most difficult to serve in the school system. At Saint 
Stephen's Academy, our mission statement is, "We are dedicated to providing a safe and nurturing 
learning community in which we believe every interaction with a child is an opportunity to help them 
learn, grow and heal." Now, we add that heal part because, while we are not licensed to practice mental 
health, we don't have psychiatrists, we don't have psychiatric social workers, we don't have psychiatric 
nurses and our staff originally wasn't trained to work with this population, this is what we've changed in 
the past 7 years at Saint Stephens. While we don't practice mental health, we do not do that, we train 



our staff to be therapeutic. And that's very different. And that's one of the messages that we want to 
send to you as educators today, that this same pattern of understanding can apply to education systems 
as well because while you shouldn't be expected to provide mental health treatment in your school, 
even though you may have qualified people to meet with kids, more and more school districts today are 
inviting mental health services into the schools. And that's excellent. It's fantastic to hear. [Indistinct] are 
very excited about that because I think a lot of kids can be kept out of longer-term programs if we reach 
them where they receive the most mental health services. And in case you didn't know this, at least in 
the state of Pennsylvania, most kids receive psychiatric care and therapeutic treatment in school 
systems. It's unfortunate that it doesn't happen where it should, in the homes, in the offices where that 
kind of service is provided. But in schools, you have a captive audience. And it's much easier to reach the 
kids in a school system. So those of you who are already inviting mental health services into your school, 
congratulations to you. And hopefully, you're noticing a difference in the kids that you have there. We 
have some learning goals we'd like you to pay attention to. We'd like you, today, to recognize how 
trauma-informed care, which is a mental health initiative, can be adapted to create a trauma-sensitive 
education system. We actually do this at Saint Stephens. Just like you, as school districts, we don't have 
control of what kids come through our door when they come through the RTF. They make the choices 
on admissions. And we have to educated them. This is why we had to focus in on training our staff and 
helping them understand how to become trauma-sensitive. We've actually spent a lot of time teaching 
them about trauma-informed care. But truly, if we're just trauma-sensitive, that really goes a long way 
to really serving the kids' needs and keeping them in the educational environment. And this is what we'd 
like for you to take out of this today. We would like you to think about being trauma-sensitive. A lot of 
the presentations out there so far the last two days have talked about this, have talked about trauma 
and the impact of that. We'd like you to change your perception of students exhibiting these extreme 
behaviors. After today, hearing what we're going to be talking about, we'd like you to understand these 
kids differently. It doesn't mean you'll necessarily like their behaviors. You may not even like them. But 
the reality is they're in your schools. And we're challenged, together, to work towards meeting the 
needs of these kids, even if they need this level of service that we provide. We'd like you to recognize 
the importance of building and maintaining relationships. I've seen that in a number of presentations 
I've attended so far. And we believe in it firmly. It is our key tool at Saint Stephens, is our ability to build 
relationships with these kids. Would also like you to understand the connection between trauma 
sensitivity and PBIS. We implement both of these in our program. Our next presenter is going to walk 
through what we do at Saint Stephens and talk to you about our four pillars that we rely on heavily 
because we deal with a population that very few other places in the state serve, given the fact that we 
have an RTF there. I'd also then like you to take what you know, what you've learned today, not only in 
here, but in other trainings, and find a way to make them work in your own professional environment. I 
think it's really important. And I'd like to say something at the end of this about my observations of this 
conference. I've been to all but one of the conferences. And I think it's really important to look at how 
this conference has grown. At this time, I would like to introduce Val Masters, who is a special education 
teacher in our middle school. And she's going to walk through our four pillars and how we make things 
work at Saint Stephen's. 
 
>> All right. Good morning. As Mr. Ted said, I'm Val Masters. But he forgot to introduce himself. He is 
Ted Orlowski. And he came to Saint Stephens after a long history of working in the mental health field. 
So he brings a new perspective into our school. He's really able to look at our kids and see their mental 
health needs and help us as teachers to changed our perspective some. And that's where some of the 
information that I'm going to give you is coming from as well. As for myself, I came to Saint Stephens 
straight out of college about 5 1/2 years ago. And it was very overwhelming at first look. And to learn 
that importance of building the relationships and seeing the impact that PBIS can have on the kids was 



something that I never got to experience when I was in school. So getting the opportunity to work with 
these kids in this dynamic and in this way makes a huge difference. I'm going to talk to you today a little 
bit about our four pillars. And what those are are we use four pillars to hold up the culture of our school. 
They interlock. And they support what our school is. Our first pillar is TCI. And we use TCI to focus on 
behaviors. Our second pillar is sanctuary. And that is used to focus on the mental health of our students. 
PBIS is used to keep us positive. And school as a society was created at Saint Stephens to create a sense 
of community that wasn't there before. And each one of those pillars focuses on providing a different 
level of support for student success. I'm going to start with pillar one, which is TCI. This stands for 
therapeutic crisis intervention. And this was developed through Cornell University as a crisis prevention 
and intervention program where we de-escalated students before they get to the point of being in crisis. 
It gives staff intense, ongoing training on how we're going to look at a student's wants and needs and 
develop some techniques of how to prevent violent, unsafe crisis situations. And it also teaches us how, 
sometimes, those situations are still going to come up, especially when you're working with students 
with extremely high needs, high mental health needs. How do we intervene to make sure that 
everybody stays safe in those situations? TCI challenges us as educators to constantly be asking, what 
does this behavior mean? What is this student trying to tell us through their behavior? And to then look 
at that and see, how can we meet that need or get them what they want without them having to engage 
in this unsafe behavior? There are some important implementation tools and components that help us 
in implementing TCI. The first one is relationship building. And you're going to notice this in all four of 
our pillars. If you're not able to establish a relationship with your student, that student is never going to 
feel safe enough or comfortable enough to verbally communicate their wants and needs to you. They're 
always going to go back to those behaviors. If they don't feel comfortable with you, they don't feel like 
they know you or you know them or that they can trust you, they're never going to make themselves 
vulnerable enough to verbally communicate back, verbally communicate those needs. It also helps us 
with the students who don't verbally communicate their needs to understand the meaning of the 
behavior. If you have a good relationship with the student and the student's family, you can get an idea 
of what that behavior may be communicating a little bit more quickly. The second implementation tool 
is safety. We have to constantly be considering the physical and the emotional safety of everybody 
involved. If you have a student who is acting out in the classroom, you have to assess the safety of the 
situation. Are they physically unsafe? Or are the making somebody else physically unsafe? What are 
these behaviors creating in the physical environment? Are they being physically aggressive? Are they 
attempting to create weapons out of classroom materials? What are they doing? Are they throwing 
things? Are they kicking and screaming? Are they punching? What physical safety is at risk? But you also 
have to be very mindful, and this one's a little bit harder to assess, the emotional safety. The words or 
the actions of these students could be affecting the emotional safety of the other students in the 
classroom. So if a student is talking about, "Oh, you made me so mad, I'm going to kill myself. I'm going 
to shoot myself in the head." And there's a student who recently had a family member or a friend who 
committed suicide, is that other student's emotional safety at risk? Yes, it most certainly is. One of those 
students should be removed from that situation, should be provided some kind of support. Because 
those types of comments that some students make kind of flippantly and just in a joking manner can 
cause other students' emotional safety to really be put at risk. And that's when the last tool, I'm going to 
jump to that one, our dynamic risk assessment, really comes into play. This is using your professional 
judgement, as an educator, of the safety of the situation. What's the best intervention to use at this 
point? What de-escalation technique do I need to put into place that's going to help this student calm 
down? Do they need a simple verbal or non-verbal prompt? Do they need some time outside of the 
classroom? Do they need to use a stress ball or one of the elastic bands on their chair to tap against? Or 
do they need to just move and sit at that desk that I have behind the bookshelf where they can not be 
distracted by anyone around them? Or if they are that student who was reminded of a past trauma, do 



they need to go back there and sit so that they can still engage in a class? But if they're visibly upset, 
their peers aren't seeing it. So using your professional judgement as to how to best respond is that 
dynamic risk assessment. And finally, teaching. Always teaching students, staff and families alike how to 
connect feelings and behaviors. So many times, our students are engaging in these behaviors because 
they have some need or some feeling that they don't know how to express. I can't tell you how many 
times I ask my kids, "How are you feeling?" And they say, "Mad." "Well, mad may not be the most 
descriptive way to tell me how you're feeling. You most likely are not mad every single day. Maybe 
there's something else lying under that mad. Maybe you're frustrated or discouraged or sad or scared. 
And all those things are building up to the fact that you're expressing, and you're feeling mad. So what's 
underneath there? How can we make those connections?" Our second pillar is sanctuary. And this was 
developed by Dr. Sandra Bloom as a mental health model. It focuses on trauma-informed care and how 
to create a change in understanding in the way that you approach students. We started using sanctuary 
at Glade Run through our mental health programs, our RTF and our therapy programs. And we pulled it 
into the school to create a trauma-sensitive school, which is what we're hoping you guys can kind of get 
out of this to do on your own. And with this, we're asking you to not ask yourself the question, when 
you see that kid on your roster at the beginning of the school year and they come into your classroom 
and they're a total disruption, not to ask yourself, "What is the matter with this kid? Why are they acting 
like this?" But to ask yourself, "What happened in this kid's life? What is this kid going through that's 
making them act this way? What's the cause of this behavior", not, "What's wrong with the kid?" So in 
order to do that, we have our implementation components again. The first one is engagement. This goes 
on all of our levels. We need to engage staff. We need to engage families. We need to engage students 
with each other and with staff and with their own families to build those relationships. One tool that we 
use for this at Saint Stephens, it came, again, through the mental health field into Glade Run. And we've 
adapted it to be able to use it in the school. And it's called an SNCD, another one of our acronyms. It 
stands for strengths, needs and cultural discovery. And it's this gigantic document that they use in the 
mental health field. And so we took it to our PBIS core team. And we looked at it as teachers and said, 
"Okay. What information in these 30 pages can we use in the school?" So we circled all the things. Then 
we took it out to our departments. And we said, "Okay. What do you guys think we can use?" And we 
pared it down to about a 2-page document of questions that when we get a new kid in our classroom or 
at the beginning of the school year, we either meet with the family or we give the family a call, and we 
ask them these questions that help us to engage the family. "So what experiences has your child had in 
schools before? What experiences do you want your child to have with us at Saint Stephens? What goals 
do you have for your child in the future? Does your child have any services in the community or any 
connections in the community through a church or other programs or support systems? Do they have 
someone who can help them with homework if it's sent home?" All of those types of questions, right up 
front, gets that engagement from the family and makes them feel that support that makes them, then, 
feel safe coming to the school if there are questions, concerns, problems. It's the base of that 
relationship. So if I build the relationship with the family and the family has trust for the classroom staff, 
then the child is more likely to have trust for the classroom staff. And if you know something about that 
child and you know what's in that child's past, you're more easily able to make that connection with the 
kid moving forward. You can say, "I know that you have this homework, and it's really difficult. But I 
know your Aunt Sue's going to be at your house on Wednesday night. And she helps you with homework 
on Wednesdays. So don't get overwhelmed by it. Instead of turning it in tomorrow, which is Tuesday, 
you can just bring it in on Thursday after Aunt Sue is able to help you." It's not worth getting stressed 
over. And it let's you make those connections and that relationship. With the education and teaching, 
we're constantly learning about how to manage our own emotions and teach kids to manage their 
emotions and make connections as far as that goes as well. And we're using a common language. So 
that's in some of our teaching too. Our kids and staff are all on the same page. And we're able to make 



those connections through the way we're speaking, whether it be about the tools that we're using or 
our goals at school and all of that. We do commit to seven commitments through sanctuary. And those 
commitments kind of drive our culture. The first is nonviolence, kind of self-explanatory there. Shared 
governance, so the staff and the kids and the administration all work together in having control over 
what's happening in the school. We have social learning and social responsibility. Social learning is 
learning from others and the actions of others and strengths and weaknesses pairing up together to 
make progress. Social responsibility is kind of that "leave things better than you found it." If you notice 
that there's all this trash on the ground on your way to the dining hall, pick it up, throw it in the trashcan 
when you get there, go wash your hands and go to lunch. Not just leaving things as they are. We have 
emotional intelligence, which is recognizing those emotions and managing them. Growth and change, 
everyone in our environment is constantly growing and changing and learning new things. We never 
want a student to come to Saint Stephens and be there. We want them to come to Saint Stephens, 
grow, learn the skills that they need and go back to your public school where you can be in your 
community, and you can function in the public school setting without these intensive supports. We 
never want to keep our kids long-term if that's not what they need. Some of our kids want that or need 
that. And that's a possibility for them. But our goal is always to teach them those things that they need 
to grow and move on. And the final one is open communication. That goes all levels from kids to staff to 
administration to families to the community. We're constantly making sure that everyone has a voice, 
everyone can communicate. If there is a concern with another classroom down the hall, I don't have to 
go and wait for administration to address a concern. I have the right, through open communication to 
go and say, "You know, I notice this is happening. It's affecting other students. How can I support you? 
How can we work through this? How can we make it better?" Our third pillar is PBIS, which I'm sure all 
of us here are very, very familiar with. This provides us with our positive approach to promote 
appropriate behaviors and increased learning through a positive discipline approach. The goals are to 
reshape student behavior, focusing on positives rather than negatives and to create that positive culture 
using common language. And again, it's all based off of that relationship. It creates a relationship and a 
culture of mutual respect and positivity. And it increases effectiveness with everything that we do 
because of the connections that are made through PBIS and the sanctuary model and all of our things. It 
just puts that positive spin on it and really increases our results that we see with students. PBIS is also 
how we look at motivating our kids. So many of the kids who come to us have not been successful in 
public schools in any way. They have been suspended. They have been put in detention. They have been 
expelled. And they've been told, "We don't want you here anymore. You're not good here. We don't 
want you here. Leave." So they come to Saint Stephens. And they have that vision of themself of, "I'm 
not wanted in school." So we need to spin that and change that and motivate them to want to be there, 
to want to learn. Give them that sense of belonging. So how do we do that? We use our ASK matrix, 
which is our behavioral expectations. All students are expected to be accountable, safe and kind. We 
have created the matrixes that are schoolwide. We also have ones for the dining hall, for transitioning 
around our campus, for the computer lab, for the hallways, for the kitchen, everywhere where our 
students will be. And our matrix is we don't just include what's expected of students. We include what's 
expected of staff. We really define those behaviors very precisely so that a student knows what being 
accountable is. So many times, I have kids tell me that being accountable is saying, "Yes, I did that" 
taking accountability for your actions. That is part of being accountable. But what else is being 
accountable? Being accountable is coming to school prepared. Being accountable is turning in your work 
after you complete it and making sure your name is on it. Being accountable is using appropriate volume 
when you're talking in the classroom, all of those types of things. And we try to put it in positive terms 
for the kids. So a lot of times when we get to the kind section, kids say, "Kind is not being mean." No, 
kind is a specific behavior. What are those behaviors? It's being helpful. It's using appropriate language. 
It's complimenting peers. It's offering to help others. It's all of those things encompassed into one. It's 



not just avoiding being mean or not being rude, not calling people names. Kind is doing things. It's not 
not doing things. And I go so far as, with my class, and I know some of the other classrooms do too, a 
couple of times a year, I sit down with my kids. And I say, "Okay. Let's think about our classroom. We get 
so much turnover. There's four new kids in here since the last time we talked. What do we want each 
other to be doing to be accountable? So if you want me to be accountable as your teacher, what do I 
need to do? Do I need to make sure that you get to recess on time? Do I need to make sure that your 
parents know what's happening at school? Do I need to actually teach you lessons? And what do you 
need to do in return? What are you responsible for doing?" And we come up with an M3 ASK matrix that 
we post on the hallway, that in M3, these seventh-grade students are going to do this to be accountable, 
safe and kind. And Ms. Val and Ms. Jamie are going to do this to be accountable and safe and kind. And 
that's how we get through the rest of our school year. We are constantly adapting our PBIS program and 
making changes when we see needs. So we track behavior points. They can earn accountable, safe, kind 
points throughout the schoolday. Every student gets that. But when there is a need, sometimes we add 
in extra points that they earn when they're on the bus in the morning and the afternoon. We created a 
Golden Jaguar Club, where if they do something extra accountable, safe or kind, they earn a ticket. It's 
like the Principal 200 Club. They earn a ticket. They get their name on the bingo board. They're in the 
Jaguar Club. If they get a bingo row, they get a party. We are still having some bus issues despite the bus 
points. So we added Jaguar Bus Tickets. And let me tell you, between Easter and end of April, we had 
the Jaguar Bus Tickets out there. And they were going towards winning tickets to win these Easter 
baskets that we had out on the front desk. And they were filled with candy and stuffed animals and toys 
and whatever. And each bus was given one bus ticket that they could give out to a student who was 
exceptionally good on the bus. It made a change in most of our buses. Obviously, we still had some of 
our students who have issues on the bus. It's going to happen in our population. There's going to be that 
kid who insists on jumping off the bus at the wrong stop. There's going to be that kid who is up out of his 
seat, poking other kids in their seats and threatening them. There's going to be that kid. But for the most 
part, it created a positive bus experience. And one thing we always tell everyone, students, staff, 
families, anybody who comes into our school, if you're not sure what we want from you or what we 
expect from you, just ask somebody for help. So that asking is our go-to. Our final pillar is school as a 
society. And this was developed to create the framework of society and our culture inside of a school. So 
when we think about society and when we think about culture, we have our families. Kids have parents. 
They have aunts, uncles, grandparents who are responsible for helping to raise them. Then outside of 
that, they have their neighborhood. They have a community around them where there are a couple of 
close neighbors, maybe some family friends who that chid can expect, if they're out on the street doing 
something ridiculous, Sue who lives down the street's going to say, "Billy, you need to stop doing that. 
That's not okay." They expect that from those people. It goes out further than that to the community 
and then even bigger than that, the society as a whole. So in our classrooms, we have two staff in every 
classroom, a teacher and a teaching assistant. We like to think of those as the parents of the classroom. 
So there's them and the 12 kids. That's our class. They're partnered up with a sister classroom. So that 
would be your extended family. That's your network of support. Bigger than that, we have a 
neighborhood. Each of our hallways or departments is a neighborhood. Bigger than that, we have our 
community. There's two hallways in each building. That entire building is a community. And society as a 
whole is both of our buildings. And this helps to build a team of support. That support system that's 
naturally there in society is now inside of the school. It also helps promote accountability, not only for 
the students who can expect Sue who lives down the street to tell them not to run across the road in 
front of a car, but accountability for the staff and adults too. It goes back to that open communication I 
talked about where if there's a concern with the class across the hall, say they're not enforcing the dress 
code and their kids are always wearing their hood in class. It's causing an issue in my classroom because 
now my kids want to wear their hood in class. In that community setting, you can go to that teacher in a 



way that they're not going to get so defensive and say, "Hey, can we please try to focus on dress code a 
little bit. You know, I've said something to a few of your kids to take their hoods off. And they say, 'Well, 
my teacher says I can do it.' Can we try to address that as a group and work through it?" It helps to 
eliminate some of those problems. And it also develops creative ideas. And I'll talk about that a little bit 
when we get to our tools of how we use school as a society to allow everybody to support each other 
and really come up with some creative solutions to problems. One of our tools with school as a society is 
our community celebrations. So every month, we get together as a neighborhood. So the entire middle 
school gets together in one room. And we celebrate. We celebrate new students and new staff. We 
celebrate birthdays. We celebrate people who made really big behavioral accomplishments. We 
celebrate staff for silly things. One time, I was celebrated for being the biggest book hoarder because I 
have like 750 books in my classroom library because I'm a book geek, if we go back to the Keynote. I 
have a book issue. So we just make it so that the kids can have something positive to see in each other 
and to see in themselves. Our neighborhood is called the Jaguar Stadium. And we have a sports theme. 
So every month, every class picks an MVP. So a student who has either shown a lot of growth or has 
consistently been a good mentor or a good teacher helper or whatever. And we recognize them for that. 
Our next tool for implementation are our neighborhood meetings. We hold these every week. So every 
week, we get together as a neighborhood. And we look at, how are things going in the neighborhood as 
a whole? We look at each classroom. And we say, "What students in your class are the highest risk right 
now? So in the past week, has there been a kid who really is struggling? What can we as a neighborhood 
do to support that kid? What have you tried? Does anyone have any other suggestions?" Things like 
that. And that's how we come up with those really creative ideas and creative solutions. There are some 
kids, I'm not going to lie, who we have talked about every week since Thanksgiving in the middle school. 
And we've tried different things. And we're going to continue to talk about them and try things until we 
find something that works. But the neighborhood meetings give us a chance to sit down as a team. All 
12 staff from that neighborhood sit down and really look at what's going on. Our trainings are also 
conducted as neighborhoods. So anytime we go into an in-service training, we all are receiving the same 
training. So we're all getting the same information. We are all on the same page. And then we can move 
forward with and use those skills that we're learning whenever we go into our meetings where we're 
addressing our problems and our concerns. And just like with everything else, we have our relationships. 
This helps staff and students to engage in relationships because it makes students and staff comfortable 
addressing a concern with anyone in the neighborhood. So just like kids in their homes have that safe 
neighbor who they can go to if they get off the bus and mom and dad aren't home. Or if they're walking 
down the street and there's a big, scary dog or a stranger, they know that they can go to this person's 
house because it's a safe place. It's the same way within our school. Those students in our six classrooms 
in our neighborhood are comfortable with all of those staff. They know that they can go to any of us. So 
if there's an issue or a concern, or they just have something going on that they need someone to talk to, 
and Ms. Val's not here because she's at Hershey buying chocolate because that's what they think I'm 
doing is just buying chocolate, they know that they can still go to Ms. Hayley. They can still go to Ms. 
Tracy. They can go to Mr. Todd and talk to them and get support from them because they feel 
comfortable with them. They have that relationship with them. They've built that. They've developed it. 
They've worked on it. And it's really become a safe place, a positive place, a culture that mimics what 
they have in society. So that kind of wraps up the introduction of what our four pillars look like. I'd like 
to invite up Ms. Amber who is one of our elementary teachers. And she's going to help you to take those 
four pillars and make some ties, connect some of the dots to see how we really use them to make 
connections between behavior and the meaning of that behavior.  
 
>> Hi. Like Val said, I'm Amber. And I'm an elementary teacher at Saint Stephens. I have been there for 9 
full years. But I started in the middle of 1 year, so I say 10 school years. I have always taught the third 



through fifth graders that come through. Some years, I might only have fifth graders. But usually, it's a 
mix of the third through fifth. I have the regular emotional support classroom. So I have the larger one in 
the elementary. And typically, my goal is to work with these students on developing their coping skills, 
developing their academic skills or whatever it was that brought them to us to get them back to the 
public school. I mean, that's everybody's goal in the school. But the enhanced ones usually require more 
care and may be with us longer. Once they come to my room, the next step is public school. On average, 
I typically get one of my students, maybe two, back to public school the following year. So my focus 
today is going to be on the trauma sensitive education and the importance of relationships. You'll see 
the iceberg picture up here. So with trauma sensitive education, it is changing the way you view these 
students. So I want you to think about the students you've worked with in the past or present or in the 
future, the ones who are displaying the behaviors, what you see at the top of the iceberg, the ones that 
are flipping desks, the ones that are swearing at you, the ones that are getting into fights, the ones that 
just simply refuse any task you give them, the smallest thing, going to art class, they won't go. These are 
the types of behaviors that we teachers at Saint Stephens deal with all day every day. And how many of 
you work with elementary kids? Okay. Elementary kids, especially these guys, are nonstop. They're more 
impulsive. Their mentalities, typically, are sometimes at a toddler level. So they throw the tantrums. You 
can't reason with them as well as you can with the older kids. We're going to be in more restraints with 
these kids because they act out. They're very reactive. So the behaviors, that's what you see on the top 
of the iceberg. But as we learned through TCI and sanctuary, all behavior has meaning. There's a reason 
these behaviors are coming out. And most of the time, in the majority of these kids, it's because of some 
sort of trauma that they have experienced. And some kids, it's multiple traumas. Some it might just be 
one that was recent or one that they just have not been able to get past. And often, these kids who 
experienced the trauma, they function at the age of whatever that trauma happened. So if they lost a 
parent at age 3, and I have them when they're 10 years old, when they go into crisis mode, they're back 
at that 3-year-old state because they've never grown from that. So some of the traumas that we deal 
with with these students, we have substance addiction, whether its with themselves, I don't usually deal 
with my students having substance addiction problems themselves. But with our high school and middle 
school, they might have a problem themself, or family members. Mental illness, that's a big one, even 
with the younger ones. ADHD is a big one that they deal with. I have some kids in my class now that 
don't necessarily have a major trauma in their life, but they have mental health issues. They can't sit still. 
They're constantly standing. I have one little boy who walks down the hall spinning as he walks down to 
use the bathroom. He just can't sit still. Financial stress with the family, domestic violence, a lot of these 
kids where there is domestic violence in the home, they've witnessed it. And some of them have 
learned, through witnessing this, they feel that that's how they're supposed to treat people. Physical 
and emotional abuse, sexual abuse, death in the family, divorce, chronic physical illness, whether they 
have illnesses themselves that they go through or whether family members are sick and criminal and 
illegal activity. A lot of our kids, that's a big one. They have parents who are incarcerated or who have 
been incarcerated. And for me, I know with my kids, it's very hard for them to understand that. They 
don't get why their family members are in jail. They know they're there. They know they shouldn't be 
there. But they really don't understand it. So that leads to the bags you've been given. If you imagine 
each of these bags that you have is the beginning of the school year, the classroom that you're given. 
Now, there's 10 pieces of candy in each one. You don't know what you're getting that first day of in-
service. You don't know what your classroom dynamic's going to be made up of. So if you open up your 
candy, if you have Tootsie Rolls, the Tootsie Rolls are your general, regular students. They haven't been 
through any traumatic experience. Those are the ones that in a public school, that's what most of your 
class is made up of. If you have a pink Starburst, that means a student in your class is dealing with 
substance addiction, themselves or a family member. If you have red Starburst, that means they're 
dealing with mental illness. Yellow Starbursts are financial stress. The orange Starburst are domestic 



violence. The blue raspberry Jolly Rancher is the physical and emotional abuse. The cherry Jolly Rancher 
is sexual abuse. The green apple Jolly Rancher is a death in the family. The grape Jolly Rancher is divorce. 
Mint is chronic physical illness. The watermelon Jolly Rancher is criminal and illegal activity. And then 
some of you have Skittles. Skittles means that those students are experiencing two or more of those 
traumas. Our classrooms dynamics, our students, are made up of Skittles most of the time. So I have 12 
kids in my classroom who are dealing with multiple things in their life. And trying to find a way to 
motivate these kids to do well in school, to want to either be there 'cause I do have some kids that are 
adamant that they don't want to go back to public school. They want to do well in school. But public 
school, maybe they don't fit in. Maybe they are dealing with financial stress. And so they don't have 
clothes. And they get picked on. But at Saint Stephens, they more fit in with everyone. They're around 
people going through the same thing. The purpose of showing you guys with the candy is it's so easy at 
the beginning of the year, especially in public schools where you have heard about those students and 
you know you're going to get them in your classroom, and it's like, "Oh, what am I going to do? How am 
I going to get through this school year with that student?" Or even sometimes with us. We have kids 
coming in and out throughout the year as schools realize that they're not being successful, and the 
student needs a more intensive environment. You hear things about them. And you're thinking, "They're 
going to mess up whatever I have going already in my classroom. They're going to disrupt it. We're going 
to have to start all over." And sometimes, that is the case. But instead of going in it with that perception. 
You're more successful if you go in, "Okay. This is what is going on with this student. What am I going to 
do to help them? How is my approach going to be?" So that's where the relationships is vital in that. And 
it starts with relationships with parents as well as the students. So when our kids come for a tour and 
they come to my classroom and there's a possibility of them being put into my classroom, that's my first 
interaction with the parent. Obviously, sometimes, they come right in the middle of my classroom. And 
my students are there. Usually, I'll get my students to say, "Hey, tell them what you like about this 
classroom. Tell them things that we do." So that the student and the parent say, "Hey, that is a 
welcoming environment. They want my student there." So even though they're coming in the middle of 
a year because they weren't successful at Seneca Valley, they're coming here where maybe they will be, 
where they're wanted. And that's key. Beginning of the year, the first, we usually have 3 or 4 in-service 
days before the school year begins. During those 3 or 4, when we get that roster, we call all of our 
parents. And we introduce ourselves. And we say, "Hey, how was the summer? Is there anything we 
should know? What type of things do your students struggle with? What are their triggers? Do they 
become aggressive? What has and hasn't worked in your past experience?" Just like Val was saying, that 
helps make that positive interaction with the parent first so that when you do have to call and say, 
"Johnny got upset over having to do his homework at recess. He started flipping desks. He tried to run 
out of the room. When we stopped him, he started hitting. He had to be in a physical intervention." It 
makes it a lot easier to make that phonecall when you already have the positive relationship with the 
parent because they understand that, yes, those things are going to happen. But they know that you're 
not out to hurt their child. So I want to share with you a story on how building that relationship has been 
successful in my experience. Seven years ago, I had a girl in my class. She was in the RTF. She was a fifth-
grade student. I'm not very tall. She was at least my height, maybe even a little bit taller. She was from 
the city of Pittsburgh, so she kind of knew how to be tough, the street life. So she could be very 
aggressive. And she was a runner. So any time something didn't go her way, something she didn't like or 
she became frustrated, her first response was to run. And we have a campus. She would run down to 
the greenhouse. Or she would sometimes run back to her cottage. And when staff would come near her, 
she would attack them. It was very hard to see that with her because I could see that there was 
potential. And even with schoolwork, she would refuse to do schoolwork. But I knew she was capable. It 
wasn't necessarily there was a learning disability there. It was just she just either didn't want to or didn't 
feel it was important at the time. Now, to go back a little bit and express her trauma and what brought 



her there in the first place, she was born to parents who were crack cocaine addicts. Now, I don't know 
whether she was born addicted herself or not. But at 8 months old, she and her brother were adopted 
by a family. The family did have their own children. She was the only girl and the youngest. Her 
biological brother was maybe a year, year and a half older than her. So they were close in age. But she 
was the one who was more emotional, needed more attention. And he was the more intelligent one. He 
hardly ever got in trouble. So she had a lot of jealousy towards him, which was a big factor in her 
behaviors. She was very close to her adopted dad. When she was 4 years old, he passed away. That was 
the first, of her knowledge, the first trauma that she realized. Shortly after, within months, she learned 
she was adopted. So she hadn't known she was adopted prior to that. She thought she was losing her 
dad. Then she finds out that he wasn't even her dad to begin with. From that moment on, her behavior 
started increasing. She started really acting out at home to the point that she was unsafe. She was 
destroying furniture. At one point, she locked herself in a closet and lit something on fire. Luckily, it 
didn't catch anything. They got it before anything burnt down. But she could've lost her home that day. 
She would physically attack her biological brother because, as I mentioned, there was a lot of jealousy 
with him. She would threaten to run away. Her mom found suitcases packed outside the house. So 
that's when the hospitalization started, which then lead to the RTF referral. So we got her, it was 
towards the end of her fourth grade year. And then I had her then in most of her fifth grade year. So 
when I got her, she missed being home, missed her family but was unable to be safe at home. And so 
she was put into the RTF. Her medications were changed several times trying to find things to help 
control herself. She would run all the time. On a daily basis, we were either chasing her somewhere on 
campus trying to get her back to the classroom, or she was in a restraint. So I knew whatever I was doing 
wasn't working. All it was doing was causing disruption within the classroom. Kids were scared of her 
because she would also go after them. I knew that she liked music. I knew that she liked spending one-
on-one time with me. So I decided that I was going to ... And this was before we even implemented PBIS, 
before I even heard what it was. I knew I needed to find something for her to work for to change how 
she was behaving. Because at this time, she also wasn't even being stable enough to go on home visits. 
So she was there all the time. I decided in October to try a thing with her where if she earned it, had 
positive behaviors, no AWOLs, no restraints, during the schoolday, then 1 day a week, I would keep her 
after school. Since she lived on campus, that was easy to do because I just had to walk her back after 
school. Well, she really wanted to do this. And it worked out so well. And when I'd keep her, sometimes 
we did our homework together. For the holidays, I remember, we would make candy or something for 
the class. During Christmas time, we'd make cards together, her and I. And we mailed them home for 
her, for her mom. So it was just one-on-one time that she and I had. She talked. She opened up. We 
talked about her behaviors, about what she wanted, about her wanting to get back home. And it worked 
so well that from October until March, she did not have a single restraint in school. She had a few 
AWOLs but not one restraint. And then she had one. It was after March. She was being discharged to go 
home for good in April. So the anxiety just had gotten to her a little bit. It was the very end of the day. 
And she had an incident where she was restrained. And that was it. When she was discharged, they had 
actually asked me because of our relationship, the success that I had, to be part of her treatment plan 
with family base that would meet in the home. So every month when they would have their meetings 
and stuff, they invited me to talk with her, her school. I went and participated in their IEP meeting. And 
that lasted for about the first year after she was discharged. And then after that, I didn't have to be part 
of that anymore. And I never on my own initiated conversation. And I always left that if she wanted to 
call me or needed me, she would. First year, year and a half, I would hear from her frequently. And then 
it started that I wasn't hearing from her except around the holidays, her mom would always send me a 
text saying, "Happy holidays. We think about you. You're our angel." Is what she said, that I was their 
guardian angel. Well, she's graduating high school this year. Last year, I get an e-mail from her telling me 
that she was graduating in the top of her class. She is in a public charter school in Pittsburgh. She's 



graduating in the top of her class. And when she graduates, she is going to nursing school, to a school in 
Ohio. And she invited me to her graduation because she said if it weren't for me, she would not be 
where she was. So relationships, there's proof there that you don't know how powerful your 
relationship is with the kids and how much it can impact them. So that leads me to Maria Clark. 
 
>> So as the former presenters have been talking about, what we really want to get across to you guys 
today is how you can start to implement having trauma sensitive education in your school culture to 
help make the change from a punishment-based to an incentive-based culture or atmosphere. I'm just 
realizing I did not introduce myself. That's why I went blank a little bit. Let me back up a little bit. My 
name is Maria Clark. I have been with Saint Stephens Academy for ... I'm concluding my third school 
year. I am not an educator. My background in in mental health. I supervise the staff over in the high 
school. So I was brought on to provide another clinical perspective and background and to add that 
piece to our school. And it's been very fun because I've consulted with schools and things like that 
before, but I've never been part of the daily operations. So it's been very different for me. But I'm 
enjoying it, and it's going well. Like I was saying, we want you to start to change your perspectives on 
these students who have these extreme behaviors, like Amber was sharing her story. And I have a story 
to share also that you may be able to relate to a little more, not extreme behavior but behavior that was 
enough that it was disrupting a classroom. This student was in the fourth grade, 8 years old, was going 
to be turning 9 in November, A, B student. She was never somebody that got brought to the attention of 
any of the staff of the school, was never really a problem child until she got to fourth grade. And the 
teacher was a very nurturing teacher, very quiet and mother-like. And this student really gravitated to 
that. And I'll be telling you the reason for that down the road. But this student would do things like go 
up to the teacher's desk several times a day just to ask a question just out of the blue, they're in the 
middle of working on an assignment, and just go and maybe ask a question about the assignment. And 
the teacher knew this was a very bright young lady and was trying to figure out, what is this student 
doing? It grew to the point where this student was going to the teacher's desk or interrupting the 
teacher if she was having a discussion with another student, 40 to 50 times a day. So you can imagine 
the teacher's frustration and how disruptive that became because, again, she wasn't acting out in the 
behavior like Amber was describing with the student she was talking about. But she would go and ask 
questions like, "How's your home? How's your day going?" just wanting to have this conversation. It just 
was not making sense. And the teacher would say to her, "This really isn't the time to be doing this. 
We're in class. You need to be doing your work." She would try to redirect her. But the kid was just not 
getting it. And so it became early November. And that was the time for parent-teacher conference. And 
the mother of the child went to the parent-teacher conference. And the teacher started to share the 
problems that she was having. But actually, let me back up a little bit. Before she did that, she went to 
the third grade teacher and had a conversation with her and said, "Did you ever have any problems with 
this young lady?" And she's like, "No, she was one of my better students academically and everything. 
 
And the teacher's saying, "She's coming to my desk all the time. I don't understand what's going on." So 
she really didn't get a whole lot of support from the third grade teacher because the third grade teacher 
didn't experience that. So during the parent-teacher conference, the teacher explains to the mother 
what's going on. The teacher's frustration was starting to come out because this was such a disruption, 
and she wasn't able to attend to other kids in her class. And the parent just started breaking down 
crying and said, "Well, I just had my fourth child in April. And I thought having another child would help 
me with the loss of my two triplets from 2 years ago. And I really have always been nurturing with my 
kids. And I've always gave them attention, supported them with their homework. I always have a cooked 
meal on the table. But it's getting harder and harder for me to do that." And they continued their 
conversation. And the teacher and the mother realized this kid was missing the nurturing piece from 



their mom. And this was a very nurturing teacher. And the teacher had some similarities of the mother. 
And so the kid was gravitating toward that. So the kid was not getting the need met that they had 
gotten met all their years up until then. And it had probably been a progression over time. But it really 
hit when the fourth child was born in April. And so what the teacher decided to do with that, because 
the teacher was starting to get short with the child and cut the child off and do some more punitive 
things, reactive things, she decided to make a special time of the day with that student, like, 5 to 10 
minutes a day. And she would do it at periods of the day that would work in her schedule. So it wasn't 
always the same. But that child knew that she was going to get 5 to 10 minutes a day with that teacher. 
And it was just that small amount of time. And that changed that kid. And the kid, unless they really 
didn't understand something, would go and ask the question, but it cut down the behavior. So again, 
that perception changed for that teacher by involving the parent, getting what is going on here, trying to 
make sense of it instead of reacting to it and being punitive about it and oftentimes making it worse. It 
was, "I need to help this child. There's something going on here. I'm curious about this. What has 
happened?" And then when you hear the story of what has happened, and oftentimes, those kids that 
we have at our school are experiencing things like that and even worse than that and multiple things. So 
it's really what we want you to grasp today is looking at those behaviors in a different way and saying to 
yourself, "What has happened?" And not, "What's wrong?" being more proactive and thinking of 
something to do to prevent further behavior from happening and get away from the reaction. So I am 
going to review what we have learned today. So today, we recognized how trauma informed care can be 
adapted to created trauma sensitive education. So again, trauma informed care is a mental health 
initiative. There are people that go through several days of training to learn about treatment approaches 
for this. We're not asking you as educators to do treatment with these kids. We're asking you to be 
trauma sensitive so that you can be therapeutic in how you handle these situations and these behaviors 
that you may be seeing in your classroom. And even thinking back to the bags that you guys have, you 
oftentimes don't know what you're getting. Or you might start to see some behaviors at the beginning, 
the first couple weeks. Or you realize, "Oh, I'm getting Johnny." And you know about Johnny from years 
past. So just thinking about how important it is to know that child, have that relationship with that child, 
have that child trust you, is so important. These kids are hypervigilent. They're hypersensitive. They read 
you. They know when you don't want them. They know when you don't like them. Oftentimes for them, 
we call it a survival skill. They have to learn how to read people to protect themselves in the 
environments and experiences that they've had in their lives. So they know it. They pick up on it. They 
may pick up on it before you even realize how much you might not like their behavior or might not like 
dealing with them. We're hoping that you changed your perception of students who are exhibiting this 
strained behavior, again, just through the stories that we've told, the activity that we did with you. And 
just really understanding that it really is changing your mind and really looking at and asking those 
questions, going to the former teacher, gathering as much information as you can that will help support 
you to know, "Okay. How am I going to be able to handle this situation that I have, this student who has 
a parent who is drug addicted, this family who experienced a death recently?" All the candies that are 
represented. Also, recognize the importance of developing and maintaining relationships. Again, we've 
talked about how important that is. We talked about that through our four pillars that we use to help 
our school be successful with our students, really establishing those relationships with these kids, 
showing them that not all people are out there to hurt you. There are people that will care for you and 
that want to see you succeed. Have a better understanding of the connection between trauma 
sensitivity and PBIS, how they work together, how being trauma sensitive helps us to be more proactive, 
have a more positive culture in our classroom, in our school, an environment that they want to come to. 
And then that you can apply what you know and what you have learned to your professional 
environment. So these are the goals that we hope you have accomplished today. We are ending early to 
ask if there are any questions. Do we want to do that first? We'll do that first. Okay. Yes? 



 
>> Yeah, hi. What's the length of your schoolday and how do you work in your meetings with the staff? I 
heard you say you try to break it down per neighborhood. How do you make that work? 
 
>> Our schoolday, kids start coming off the bus at 7:45. And they go to a dining hall. So our actual 
schoolday starts not until 8:40. But our teachers and our staff are with our students during dining hall 
and breakfast time. And then they transition up because we live on a campus. What was the second part 
of your question? 
 
>> Well, what time is the day over? And how do you integrate your training that you have? 
 
>> Our day ends at 2:45. You might be better at answering this. 
 
>> Typically, most of our trainings occur during designated in-service days. So when administration's 
planning our calendar, they try to schedule at least one non-student day each month so that we can use 
that time to have those trainings. Every 9 weeks, we have to have our TCI training, which is our crisis 
intervention, de-escalation and physical restraints if need be. And that's a state regulation. So every 
quarter, we have to have that. So then they work in those extra in-service days for us to get the other 
trainings with our neighborhood. 
 
>> So you don't really do a lot of after school? 
 
>> No. We have neighborhood meetings after school each week. They run from about 3:10 to 4 o'clock 
every Tuesday. And sometimes, we use that for the professional collaboration but not really for training 
purposes because our students are with us all day. And we only have about 20 minutes after they leave 
of staff still there. You had a question back there. 
 
>> I'm looking for what your tier five and tier six specific interventions are. What are the things you guys 
are doing? And how do you identify kids to go into those tier five and tier six you guys described early 
on? And what does that look like with the staffing and the support team? 
 
>> Okay. So the question is, how do we look at our tier five and tier six and refer students to those 
programs and make adaptations to those programs to support them? I'll kind of talk about referral. I 
don't know if you can talk about the programs a little bit more because you're more familiar with those. 
I teach the regular emotional support program. So I have 12 students in my classroom and myself and 
one teaching assistant. And in our class, we provide our basic schoolwide supports. If I notice that there 
is a student who isn't succeeding with those supports, there is specific documentation, a form that I fill 
out. And on that form, I describe specifically what behaviors I'm seeing with the student, how frequent 
I'm seeing those behaviors. Is it affecting them academically? Or is it simply a behavioral concern? 
Because students can be referred for either need. Our enhanced program focuses more intensely on 
both academics and on behaviors. So it could be either reason. And then I have to provide all the 
supporting documentation. So if they have in the past 3 weeks had 14 incident reports and three 
restraints, I need to provide copies of those 14 incident reports and three restraints and descriptions of, 
what was the trigger? What escalated that student? What did I do to try to de-escalated that student? 
And what happened when they went into crisis mode that we then had to intervene physically? And 
once they get to the other programs, I'll let Maria talk a little bit about those. 
 



>> Okay. So Val and Amber both are our regular emotional support classrooms. So they're made up of 
the teacher, teaching assistant and 12 students. We also have then our enhanced classrooms, which is a 
coteaching of 12 students. And they have a teaching assistant there. Now, in the high school, they're all 
together in the room. In the elementary, they are between two classrooms right next to each other. So 
one teacher will have six. Another teacher will have six. And then they share a teaching assistant. That's 
our enhanced program. We also have our Autism program, which is downstairs. And they are made up 
of a teacher and a teaching assistant up to eight students. So sometimes, we have kids that are on the 
spectrum that are in our enhanced and regular classrooms. And they're maintaining. But sometimes, 
they are not maintaining. And we have our Autism program that we can refer them to. We also have a 
life skills program, which is one teacher and one teaching assistant. I believe it's eight students also. So 
those are the really low functioning students where you're just really teaching them life skills so that 
they can progress on from graduation. And we also have, Ted, I think, referred to it, our tertiary 
program, which is our top tier program. And right now we have five students in there. It is grades nine 
through 12 that we utilize this program for. And these are the students who, to look at it positively, they 
have leadership qualities about them. And we want to pull on those leadership qualities. But they need 
an environment to help them with that. So they go into that program. And the majority of their 
classwork is online. Sometimes when they're struggling with something, the teacher is helping them 
along. But a majority of their work is online. The environment is different in not only that it's smaller. 
But there is a futon chair that they can go sit on to do their work. There is different lighting in the room. 
They do go to special classes, like with the senior classroom. So in the special classes, they do go with 
other students. But they are really isolated out of the mix. When they go to dining hall, they're in the 
private dining area. They do not interact as much with the other kids because they are a disruption.  
 
>> The tertiary classroom was developed because these were our high-end kids. These were our kids 
that we even struggled managing. And when we looked at it, we found some common themes among 
these kids. We started this about 3, 4 years ago. And what we did is we talked to our staff in the high 
school and said, "If you had to pick five or six kids out of the high school that if you took them out, it 
would help calm the high school down" ... I went to six different staff members. And five of the six 
named exactly the same five kids. The sixth one missed it by one. I looked at the incident reports we had 
on those kids. And they were massive, property destruction, AWOLs, aggressive behaviors. And we knew 
that these kids needed to come out of the mix. What was interesting about this, though. Is we created 
this program in a separate classroom with a teacher and a teaching assistant assigned to it. But we 
looked at the behaviors. And what we saw was a lot of Antisocial Personality characteristics. Even 
though they weren't 18 yet and really couldn't have that diagnosis, they were really kids that were 
conduct disordered, that had a long history of conduct disorder. But they were acting out in the school. 
And they were causing a lot of turmoil. These are the kind of kids that can disrupt any group of people. If 
we had one of them in here, they could find ways to get you all involved and disrupt the entire room. So 
we had to do something different. And this is where, when Maria talked about the leadership skills, I 
heard some chuckles. Well, a lot of our staff chuckled with that too. But the reality was, we looked at 
them and said, "How do they have the ability to totally turn a classroom and a whole hallway upside 
down?" And then sometimes, they were the ones that step back and let everybody else take the fall for 
it. Have you ever had that experience? And so when we pulled these kids out, they weren't happy about 
it. I got to tell you that. And so our initial thinking at that time was, "Okay. We don't want to just take 
them out and make it a classroom of bad kids. We need to look at it differently." And we changed our 
mindset. This is all about changing mindset, folks. It's not just here. But when we talked about trauma 
sensitivity, it's about changing your mindset. It's about looking at these kids differently. And we were 
challenged to do that. When we did that, I said, "Okay. Let's sit down and talk about these kids. What 
are they doing? How are they accomplishing this?" They are accomplishing things. And if you think of 



one of the greatest leaders in the history of the world, that person managed to get people following him 
to do horrible, horrific things. So when you think about it that way and you think about, "These kids 
were able to disrupt entire programs, an entire hallways, there's got to be some leadership skills there 
somewhere." So we separated them out into a classroom. And we sat them down, like we do every 
beginning of every schoolyear. And we talk to our kids and say, "We've got a new schoolyear. How are 
we going to start this?" So we said to these kids, "We're creating a program for you. Yes, you've had a lot 
of trouble. Yes, you've had a lot of incident reports." And they would laugh and chuckle, "Yeah." or "Big 
deal." "Well, we recognize the fact that we failed you." We didn't say they failed. We said, "We failed 
you. We haven't provided the kind of education and the support services that you need. And we created 
this program now just for you and would like you to be a part of deciding how it works." And from day 1, 
we grabbed the attention of these kids because we approached it differently. We engaged them in how 
the classroom was going to run. We got them to come up with incentives that they wanted to work for. 
We talked about behaviors that we would have to deal with. And we were very, very clear with these 
kids what we would tolerate and what we wouldn't. Every one of these kids were very aggressive, had 
been assaultive with our staff and have destroyed a lot of property. So we set our expectations down 
with them at the beginning of the year and said, "There will be no more aggression. There will be no 
more property destruction. And if you try to AWOL, we are going to put our hands on you. And if we 
have to because you became combative, we will restrain you. And we're not going to play around with 
this." We did that. The kids sat down. We talked about it. And it was absolutely amazing at what we 
found out. These kids settled in. They became part of the system. They bought into the fact that they 
were separated. We made it a little nicer area. We had a couch. We had some chairs. We brought in 
some lamps. Now, these are kids that are totally destroying the school before that, okay? We put lamps 
in there. We gave them a small refrigerator. We had a coffee maker. And we put a microwave in there. 
We gave them something different. We said, "This is kind of like a college room, if you think about it." 
That made them think differently. We try to get their thinking to move forward. With that, they had a 
role in determining how the day went, when they had their classes, what they worked on, and gave 
them some empowerment. It was absolutely amazing to me that about 6 weeks later, we had one kid 
that was doing so well we thought we could start working him back into our regular school system. Our 
thinking at the time was, "These kids would be very upset about being out of the normal routine in that 
high school because they seem to enjoy creating such chaos." Absolutely found the opposite thing 
happen. The reality was they said, "Mr. Ted, do we have to go back up to that high school?" And I have 
to admit, I was shocked. I was absolutely shocked. Said, "What do you mean? I thought you'd want to go 
back up." "Hell no." I was stunned. I didn't know what to say. I said, "Well, help me understand. Why 
would you not want to go back up with all your peers, all the other kids in the school?" They said, "We 
get our work done down here. We can't handle the chaos in that school." It was a real learning 
experience for me and a lot of other people in the school that what happened was these kids were 
sensitive to what was going on. They were disruptive. They couldn't handle the whatever it was that was 
driving them, the anxiety, the underlying issues that these kids were dealing with. I don't have the 
answer to that. But they weren't handling it. So what they were doing to try to control it was causing 
disruption. It's another way of thinking, folks. There's always another was of thinking about things. And 
this was a big learning experience for us. So what happened was they didn't want to go back up there. 
And then we had a new dilemma. How do we explain that to school districts, that these kids want to 
stay in an isolated area like that? And it was absolutely amazing the growth and expansion of their 
experience of their working together as a team in that tertiary program. So it was a lesson learned for us 
that we took. And the high school did settle down, by the way, with these kids out. Of course, over time, 
new ones popped up. You never take all the kids out because new ones will fill the gap, okay? So always 
understand, you might take certain kids out. But you will create new opportunities for other kids. But 
the lesson learned for that was that we had to change our way of thinking. We had to become more 



sensitive to these kids. We had to understand them. And when we started talking to them about what 
their experiences were, they were starting to talk to our staff about their life experiences. And 
remember, our teaching staff, our teaching assistants, they're not trained to be therapists. They're not 
trained to be doctors. But we do look at these kids therapeutically. And this is what we're asking you to 
do today. And this is part of what I'm hearing in this conference. This is kind of like how I wanted to 
close today. I sat in that session just before us with Dr. Fox. The two Keynote presenters this year were 
absolutely amazing. And part of what I recognized as I sat there today, I realized I've been to most of 
these conferences. When we first started the whole PBIS movement in Pennsylvania, a lot of it was 
focused on, how do we implement it? How do we get it started? How do we create a positive school 
culture? How do we help school districts and private schools look at things differently? How do we 
create a more nurturing environment and move away from the negative to the positive. A lot of that 
was focused in those first several years. What's really starting to happen now, though, is we're really 
looking at starting to see culture change. And part of that is becoming aware that you have to change 
your way of thinking. You have to look at things differently. Your average kids, your Tootsie Rolls, those 
are the easy kids. Those are the kids that come to school prepared, ready to go. It's the other ones who 
we got to look at and especially the ones with the Skittles. They're your most challenging kids. They're 
our kids. They're the kids that come to Saint Stephens. We got to think differently. And this conference 
has really shifted with the presentations that I went to that talked about brain development and the 
importance of understanding how trauma impacts the brain. I went to two really good ones. I have the 
numbers written here. But I couldn't remember the names of the people. But they were awesome 
because they talked about the impact of brain development and how kids are not able to learn and not 
ready to learn and how it's impacted their way of thinking. Our Keynotes were wonderful because they 
talked about the impact on early development and how brain development occurs and the importance 
of understanding that. And all of that, this year in this conference, is about what we're talking about 
today. It's about being trauma sensitive. It doesn't mean you're a therapist. But it does mean you need 
to understand why these kids act the way they do. And you've got to think like we did when we were 
challenged. And think differently about how to approach them, how to engage them, how to get these 
kids more excited about education. Because once you turn that corner and they start feeling the 
excitement of success, it's absolutely amazing because the snowball goes down the hill a lot faster in a 
positive way. So I look at this as an opportunity for educators today to look at things differently, to not 
accept the common way we did things in the past with the whole negative way of reacting to kids' 
behaviors and find and challenge yourself. The last thing here, how do you apply it to your own 
community? How do you apply it to your own school? How do you, as educators, go back to your 
schools and to your systems and help other people learn and grow about this? I would encourage you to 
get more of your staff to this conference every year because this is amazing what's going on. And I 
congratulate the whole PBIS initiative across the state and all the people that have worked in the system 
and all of you for attending because it's exactly what we need to do in education. Everybody that works 
in the education system needs to understand things differently and challenge themselves individually 
and collectively about how you can approach kids differently. So kudos to all of you for being here. 
Thank you for being here for our presentation today. And I wish you good fortune as you more forward. 


