
>> Thank you. Good afternoon, everyone. Sorry for the delay. We had a little tech blip. All right. I'd like 
to start with this quote: "We, as educators, tend to view misbehavior as resistance because we 
understand where we want children to go." Here's the important part. "Children may view ... And 
particularly some children ... may view misbehavior as protection because they know where they've 
been." Understanding that is kind of the first step to operating through a trauma-informed lens, as we 
look at PBIS. So, in our time together this afternoon ... And I know you've been sitting a lot. I've been in a 
lot of the sessions. They're wonderful, but sitting is hard. Please feel free if you need to get up and 
stretch, but my goals, during our hour together, is to examine some key features of trauma, to lay some 
foundational understandings and then identify some of the behavioral practices that are happening in 
the schools that I support, that are a real good fit for kids with trauma histories. And, finally, I'll end by 
sharing a few resources. So, to get us started, what I'd like you to do is, on your own, if you want a little 
quiet time, or with someone near you, do a little partner talk for about 30 seconds and just, when you 
hear that word childhood trauma, what are the images, what are the thoughts, what are the words that 
kind of jump to the forefront of your mind? Don't overthink it, and I will ask a couple brave folks to just 
call things out to me, and I'll repeat them, so about 30 seconds for you to think. Go ahead. Think or talk. 
Okay, so I if I can collect a few ideas out from folks, what were some things that you talked about? A 
couple folks, be brave and shout it out. 
 
>> Death. 
 
>> Death, okay. 
 
>> Homelessness. 
 
>> Homelessness. 
 
>> Drug abuse. 
 
>> Drug abuse by the child themselves, by a parent, by a family member. Thank you. Just call out. 
 
>> Physical abuse. 
 
>> Physical abuse.  
 
>> Neglect.  
 
>> Neglect. 
 
>> Divorce. 
 
>> Divorce. Okay, so those are all examples, and we're going to talk about features of trauma as we go 
forward, and you'll see how those fit in. So here's what we know about childhood trauma. It occurs in a 
much larger population than what we might think. It's very personal to the individual student. It looms 
larger in the shorter life of a child, so the experience of trauma, particularly if it's an event trauma, it 
occupies more space of that child's life, and, for long-term trauma, it may occupy all of a child's life. 
These other things that follow, we're going to talk about in a little bit more depth. So we know that 
trauma is the result of acute and/or chronic stressors, chronic things that are going on, and you've 
identified some of the acute ones, something like a death in a family, but that could be chronic, 



depending on if that sends you into socioeconomic stress. That could be kind of a launching acute event 
that sends you to also have a chronic stressor. You talked about things like a divorce, same thing with 
that. It might be a single event. It might be a single event of an abuse. It could also be something as 
chronic as a family member who has mental health issues or chronic as someone who has drug an 
alcohol issues. So it can be for the whole of a child's life or a big chunk of a child's life, or it can be some 
acute events or a combination thereof. There's also ... And I think this is where, when we think about 
the large numbers of kids who are impacted by trauma, one of the things when we understand how 
poverty is trauma-inducing, even if there aren't things like abuse or drug abuse. So just the situation of 
being in poverty is a drip, drip, drip on your sense of safety, on your sense of predicting your world. So 
not knowing if your belly is going to be full, not being sure of where you're going to live or who might 
need to nest in so ends can be met. So there is an intersection of poverty. Very caring parents in poverty 
can still have kiddos who carry trauma stressors and the impact of trauma in their child's brain and body 
forward because it is such a stressful life condition. We know that trauma is not a cognitive experience. 
It is not something that lives in words. I want to step a little bit away from trauma for a moment, and I 
want you to think about a smell that, when you smell it, it's wonderful, and it transports you to another 
time and place. Can you think of something? You got yours? I hear things like sun tan lotion, wood 
burning, the Christmas tree, a grandmother's certain soup that she made. All of those sorts of things, 
they can be described when you experience that, when you smell that smell. You might be able to 
capture that just a little bit with words, but there's so much more that eludes language. We know that, 
for trauma ... That was a positive visceral experience for you, but trauma is a negative visceral 
experience, and it is this iceberg. Children might be able to talk a little bit about the surface of it. They 
might have words that they've learned from other people to apply to their situation, but, really, it lives 
deep in the emotional brain, in the gut, and it's much more massive than what words can describe. We 
also know that, if it happens while the brain is developing, it's going to result in neurological, emotional 
and physiological disregulation. So what do I mean by that? Most of us, we move through phases 
emotionally. We kind of have predictable phases when we're alert versus tired. It kind of moves in nice 
waves. We have predictable regulation going on. For children whose systems are disregulated, it's very, 
very spiky. And you might see that with your students. One minute they're happy. The next minute, 
they're furious with no warning in between. Or, they're very alert, and then they're zoned out. That's 
evidence of disregulation. When I think about these kids, this is the image that comes to mind. It's a 
shaken-up soda bottle. You're never quite sure what's going to crack the lid, and it's going to be a mess 
because their systems are so disregulated. If we understand what Dr. Bruce Perry, who's a medical 
doctor, talks about in terms of neurological development, we'll understand more about that 
disregulation. So he looks at how our neurological system develops, and it develops brainstem first, and 
a lot of the things that the brainstem does are things that are very automatic. You're not having to sit 
there and think, "Okay, stomach, time to digest that snack I just had." Right? It's just rolling right along. 
But other things, things like your mid-brain, develop later, and they really impact things that we consider 
sort of that arousal state: your appetite, your sleep, arousal, motor regulation, all those sorts of things. 
What happens, and Dr. Parry says, "Chaotic experiences, particularly in a young child's life or, if they've 
had it during their childhood, those chaotic experience results in chaotic brain development." So there 
isn't a smooth development of their neurological system, which means, if I've had a lot of events where 
my blood pressure has gone up very fast because of abuse, my heart rate has really increased ... If that is 
how my brain has developed, I have a really difficult time regulating my emotions in school. I have a 
hard time having abstract thought. All those things layer on top of it, and so the system is not primed to 
be a most effective learner or a most effective behaver. What we can do, though, that's kind of, I think 
great optimism when we think about this, is that a lot of the interventions for children with trauma 
histories are things that we can embed in our school practices very easily day-to-day, and they're not 
what you think of as traditional therapy. So anybody from the last session, the Grit session here? When 



they talked about mindfulness, there's a really good example, being able to still oneself is learning how 
to self-regulate. It's kind of building back in the missing building blocks of regulation that the child did 
not experience during their development. Interestingly, Harvard just came out with research that said 
even children that haven't had chronic stress, chronic trauma throughout their life, if it happens during 
some acute developmental phases, it may have very similar end results. So those developmental phases 
they identified are when the brain is going through a great surge, one of which is about 18 months to 2 
years. Another one is during early adolescence, and those times, because the brain in general is a little 
more unstable, all of the disregulation stuff kind of destabilizes it further. We also know that childhood 
trauma is really complicated because of its attachment issues. If you are a child whose parent is abusive, 
it's pretty clear that's going to affect your attachment. Right? But if you're a child whose parent has 
done the very best but still can't protect you from the fact that your other parent has been deployed, or 
you have a sibling with a significant health issue that requires parental attention, a great amount of 
time, all those things ... It's not necessarily that a parent hasn't tried to do the right thing by kids, but 
that still doesn't mean that the child has attached properly. They still may have attachment concerns, 
and those attachment concerns then create their worldview. So, if we think about what our worldview 
is, it's kind of how we see other people and how they interact with us. Probably the most easy one to 
understand is, if I haven't been able to trust adults to give me what I need, then I view adults in a 
distrustful way. "I'm not so sure that I want to listen to you because I don't know that you've got my 
best things in mind. I'm not so sure you're going to come through when I need you to come through." 
But it also affects how a child sees themselves. Anybody had any student in the course of their career 
that kind of likes to be the boss of themselves? Like, way out of proportion with developmentally 
appropriate stuff? I want to rule the world. Sometimes we call them, oh, oppositional defiant. Right? 
Not necessarily in a clinical way, but, you know, those are the words that run through our mind, right? 
That's because, if I don't believe I can trust adults, my default may be to trust myself. Right? And so I'm 
going to take control of everything I possibly can. We also see some children who have decided they 
really can't trust adults, but they also don't trust themselves, not consistently. So they may be the boss 
of themselves one day, or one minute, and then they're completely helpless the next. And they pop 
between that because they haven't developed a secure sense of who they are. That's that emotional 
disregulation. Finally, a kind of really interesting challenge for us as educators is, if the world has been 
too scarce with its good stuff, if I'm a child who hasn't gotten what I need to feel safe, to feel warm, to 
feel accomplished, all of those wonderful things, I view the world as a world of scarcity. What are my 
peers? Anybody have a thought about that? What are my peers in that condition?  
 
>> Competitors. 
 
>> Competitors. They're my competition. So we often think, "Oh, these children don't have great social 
skills." Hmm! It might not be that they don't have great social skills. They don't have trust in order to live 
with or to develop or use or apply social skills that they may have. Those competitors ... I may not find 
joy in being with my peers. You know, when we think about school, if you had a very balanced life, you 
usually think "Peers? Yes! They're wonderful." Especially when we move to the middle school level, 
right? Peers are everything! Not so much for many children with trauma because the peers may be 
getting that scarce stuff they really, really need to feed their soul, and so they become competitors. Or, 
in some cases, we see peers becoming tools that they use to access the things they need. So they 
become transactional relationships rather than true relationships. Again, there are a lot of things we can 
do about these things in school, and, as we talk about strategies, those are some of the things we'll 
address. Okay. The one thing that a kiddo who has had a lot of trauma in their life can trust is chaos. I 
was talking do a grandmother, doing a behavior consult, and she said, "You know, my grandson is so 
smart, and he knows exactly how to get what he wants through bad behavior." And I said, "Okay! We've 



got a good start. He's so smart, and he's actually made some connections, so now we have to work on 
setting up a system so he learns how to get what he wants through a positive behavior. And we have to 
make sure that we stay true through a lot of the time that he's going to go back and default to chaos 
because he does not have an internal script that says, 'I am capable of making good things happen,' until 
he's made good things happen or we've supported him in making good things happen over and over and 
over," and so these kids are very resilient many times in their negative behaviors because that's what 
they've learned to trust. It's made life predictable, and, as human beings, we really, really want our lives 
to be predictable. There's a biochemical story behind trauma, too, and that's lots of players in the 
trauma stress, but cortisol is one of the biggest ones. And cortisol in small amounts in your brain creates 
alertness, so it's a good thing. It's good when we need it, in terms of if we're in a stressful situation, like 
almost in a car accident, it's good to have cortisol so you can act. But it's not so good when it happens 
day after day after day, or if it has happened to a child in an acute event, and then it happens again as 
they relive that event because this is what it does in the brain. It blocks communication across neurons, 
which means we can't make new learning. When we have high levels of cortisol, we cannot learn, not 
very efficiently. I say to kids, "It's the difference between swimming through water and swimming 
through peanut butter. When you have a lot of cortisol, you have to work really, really hard to make 
that connection between the neurons, and sometimes it's just not possible." It also means that kids 
can't retrieve known information. So you may have had a little cortisol experience, ever, if you've been 
standing with somebody you know and you see someone else you know walking across the room, and 
you know you should know their name, right? And the closer they get, the less likely you're going to 
remember their name. As soon as you've had a little talk, and they leave, the name comes to you like 
that, right? That's just been a rise in your cortisol, as you were stressed out about not knowing their 
name. As they left, it started to drop. Maybe it dropped because you stood there and said "I can't 
believe I couldn't remember their name," and you burned it off, and it goes away, and you feel better. 
You could not retrieve known information at that time. If you imagine if you have high levels of stress 
chemicals that don't wax and wane that quickly, and that's what it is for many of our kids. Interesting 
other fact is that it's really hard to tell the difference between relevant versus irrelevant information 
when you have cortisol in your brain. Think about what a challenge that is for us in schools! What is the 
salient information the teacher is presenting? What's the most important thing we're trying to process? 
It's a real challenge if I don't know what's important and what isn't. I can think of some conversations 
I've had with children. You're sort of like, "Where did that come from, and how is that relevant?" I now 
understand why, as I understand what's going on with cortisol. Cortisol stays in your brain until it's used 
up or burnt off, which means it's doing damage, and we'll talk about the repercussions of that damage in 
the brain in a little bit. I want to start with female brains because there is a statistical difference in the 
genders and how they deal with cortisol, particularly when the levels first rise in the brain. So a female 
brain, structurally, particularly during the years the children are in school with us, is different than a 
male brain in these ways. A female brain has a broader corpus callosum, which is the part of your brain 
that allows the two hemispheres to cross-talk, and it also is much more wired in at the language centers, 
which means, as cortisol levels rise, female brains still can access their language centers. And often, that 
means they do what? What does an upset female often do? Think of your students. Blah, blah, blah! 
Scream blah, blah, blah, blah or another behavior we see sometimes? They cry. So what happens with 
that is, if I talk a lot, I may be burning off some of that cortisol. As that burns off, I can come to a place 
that I'm more ready to listen to you. If I cry, you might be a neutral responder, but somebody else 
around them is likely to show them a face that's social consolation. Right? I'm so sorry that's happening 
to you, you poor thing. When that happens, they get a hit of something called dopamine, and dopamine 
is a wonderful calming chemical. So a girl is, by design, during the school years, more likely to begin the 
cycle of de-escalation easily, because the structure of her brain, than a boy is. What does an agitated, 
upset, stressed out boy often look like? What do they do? What are behaviors you see? Physical. Okay, 



thank you. Yeah, they move. They run. They hit. They do a lot more that's physical, and the issue with 
that is, think about if someone's getting physical. What do we do in response? We try to corral it, right? 
We might send that kid to the office. We might have them go to time out. We might hold them in from 
recess if they're elementary. We do things to corral that, which we need to do because we worry about 
the safety of others. It's a very practical choice. But the challenge is, that means they're not burning off 
the cortisol, and the cortisol is impacting their brain. So we've got to figure out a different way to deal 
with that super energy because cortisol is in the brain. Adrenaline is in the body. And we've heard a lot 
about fight and flight, right, when we think about stressful situations? But, when we think about trauma, 
we should also consider freeze, and freeze is an interesting and challenging one for us. I was working 
with a teacher, absolutely wonderful, loving teacher, and she was quite distressed because what she 
said is that she has worked so hard with this child that the only thing that stops is behavior is if she 
screams really loudly. And she was not comfortable with that, but that was the only thing she had found 
that stopped his behavior, kind of stopped him cold. We needed to work on that because stopping him 
cold actually was probably retraumatizing him, and he was actually in freeze. And, when freeze happens, 
what happens chemically in your body is, all the stress chemicals, instead of being out to your 
extremities, move into the core of your body. And, in the core, they destroy your heart, your digestive 
system. They do bad things for that, and in fact, it's those bad things from stress that were first detected 
by physicians who did the seminal work on trauma, which is the Adverse Childhood Experiences study. 
And it was those results many years down the road that actually led to a greater understanding of 
trauma, what causes trauma and how it affects the brain and body long-term. So we need to find 
another alternative, other than yelling, right, to stay away from that. But we also have to keep everyone 
safe. We've got to find other things. Plus, we need to look at: how do we catch that kid earlier? Which is 
a behavioral conversation all the time, right?  So, simply put, this is a brain on stress and particularly a 
brain on trauma. Your emotions are very big. Your thinking is very small. Your vision is very big. In fact, 
your vision centers light up more. There's something ... I think it's called Broadman's 19, or 18? Portion 
of your brain that takes visual images and so your vision actually becomes more acute. Your eyes dilate 
more. You take in more information. Your vision center lights up with a lot more energy. A lot more of 
the sugars of your brain go there. Your hearing goes down. Not only does your hearing go down, your 
access, because you're in your emotional brain, your access to your language centers goes down, and 
they've found that the Broca's area, which is responsible for speech, goes offline. So, under great stress, 
you see more. You hear and can actually relate to language less. And, finally, your heart is on the go. 
Another way to sort of ... I'm sorry, this is still cutting off a little bit ... but another way to conceptualize 
this is that all of us have kind of a set point, a place where we function, our level of stress. Hopefully, for 
us, our tipping point is a fair distance away from that stress point. We have a lot of space in which to live 
and function, learn, produce and if, this morning, you were getting ready to go from here, and you 
spilled coffee all over yourself, you may have found your stress level rose. You knew you were going to 
get into more traffic, have a hard time finding a parking spot. It rose. But hopefully you did not hit your 
tipping point, right? But kids of trauma come into our classrooms much closer to their tipping point. A 
much thinner slice of space in which to function. So the things we really want to be thinking about is, 
how do we give them more space in which to function? What do we do, and what are our practices that 
are going to do two things: reduce stress chemicals like cortisol and adrenaline, and increase calming 
chemicals like dopamine? And so, as I look at the strategies with you, that's the kind of thing we're going 
to be paying attention to. I said cortisol in the brain does long-term damage, plus how the brain reacts 
and practices. Your brain is a use-dependent organ. Experience builds it. So we're going to talk about the 
result of that and why that sort of explains some of the behaviors we see with kids. So our hippocampus, 
it's the part of your brain that's responsible for your short-term to long-term memory, your working 
memory. It's like a little seahorse. Under high levels of cortisol over time, that little hippocampus gets 
smaller and smaller and smaller. The good news is, when kids are taken out of chronic stress, when they 



come to us in school and it's a less stressful environment, that hippocampus can regenerate, so that's 
really exciting. They've found that children in poverty have a 20 percent smaller working memory, due 
to their hippocampus being smaller as a result of chronic stress. Your prefrontal cortex, which is the part 
of the brain that's responsible for executive functioning, right, so all those things: time management, 
planning, emotional regulation, delay of gratification, organization, all those wonderful things ... is the 
last part of our brain to get wired in. It actually wires in finally in your mid-20s. But in childhood and 
throughout the years kids are with us, it's still in the wiring process. Cortisol damages the links and 
reduces the amount of wiring in the pre-frontal cortex has, which means our executive skills, our ability 
to execute life in a smooth and healthy way, goes down. Our amygdala, by contrast, which is our 
emotional part of brain ... It's a little almond shaped piece of our brain ... that gets more and more 
robust. It gets more reactive. It flashes easier, gets activated easier. Other parts of your brain that also 
experience changes: the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, part of your pre-frontal cortex. This is the part of 
your brain that understands time. So, if you've ever had a student that you ... Under stress, it goes 
offline. If something goes offline a lot, it means we are not exercising it. If we don't exercise it, it's not 
something we can use well. So that's why, many times, I'll have people say, "But, you know, he never 
owns up to his behavior!" If you lose your ability to orient to time, you have a very difficult time creating 
a narrative of things that happen in your life. You're not as skillful with that. Think about how that 
impacts some of the kids when we're dealing with their behaviors. The posterior cingulate is your 
orientation to space. It also goes offline under high levels of stress. It also becomes less of a wired-in 
part of your brain if you've had a lot of trauma. This might explain why we have a lot of kids ... And, 
when we think about position and space, that's an issue with what other population of students that we 
serve? Kids with autism? You're going to actually ... There's a lot of overlap with kids with autism and 
kids with trauma. There's some things that are obviously significantly different, and some of the 
interventions are very different, but there are a lot there are the same. So knowing where my body is in 
space, behaviorally, that explains kids that walk down the hallway and have to have their body on the 
wall the entire way, which we think is just to annoy us, right? "How many times have I told you ..." But, if 
you don't know where your body is in space, that's kind of a grounding thing. How else can we ground 
those kids? It also explains why kids might be walking down the hallway and bang into a locker and 
blame somebody else, because they're not aware of where ... "You opened that locker on me!" Well, no. 
They weren't functioning in the spatial world very well. Finally, this idea of a tuned-down neurological 
system ties back to that upside-down triangle. What they've found is that people without trauma, 
typically, when they touch something, their brain lights up in a pattern. If somebody else touches the 
same thing, their brain lights up in an almost identical pattern. Children with trauma histories touch that 
same thing, and their brain does not light up the same way. They don't sense the world in the same way. 
Their system, because it isn't as integrated, because it grew up in chaos, they don't perceive the world 
neurologically the same way. So I think of it as when my foot falls asleep, and I try to walk, I'm not sure 
how hard I'm hitting the floor when I'm taking a step. I'm not quite sure where the floor is. Now, let's 
think about that for these kids. If I'm not aware of things that I touch, I might go to give my friend a high 
five and it's way too hard. Right? I might do things that get me in trouble because I'm moving harder. I'm 
not in tune with my body. We also see things like many children of trauma will have food on their face, 
and they're not even aware of it. They may have crusty noses, and not even aware of it. It's because 
they actually can't feel it in the same way. Interestingly, real aside, boys, the neurons in their face are a 
little tuned down in general compared to females during the school age, so that is going to be 
exaggerated, perhaps, with boys with trauma histories. So what we might see ... And this isn't all 
inclusive, is ... I'll be quiet and let you read down through that list. We might see some of these things. 
I'm sure you have. The one you can't see is out-of-blue reactions, and we think of those as trauma 
triggers. And it might be something that's very hard to determine what it is, so it might be just the way 
someone's holding their shoulders or a slight tone in someone's voice. And it is that strong, visceral 



response to that for a child who's had an acute trauma. But we will also see kids that seem to have 
triggers, and it's so hard when we're trying to do functional behavior assessments, because their triggers 
seem to be all over the place, and I think when we understand that trauma is that accumulation of 
factors and stressors operating in a small space, what we end up seeing often is sort of the straw that 
broke the camel's back. It was the last thing, but it's not really the last thing. It's the last five things, or 
it's the last ... Okay, does that make sense? All right. So they can look like they're trauma triggers, but 
they aren't necessarily. So now we're going to talk about these strategies, which I know everybody 
wants strategies, right? So trauma, one of the things we can do to mitigate it is, we can build in external 
supports and, hopefully, we're building in external supports that build kids' internal supports. If we only 
do external, we know they leave us, and they fall apart, whether that's leaving us for the day, walking 
out the door into the neighborhood or leaving us when they exit school. So what do I need if I'm a kid 
who's disregulated, tuned down, lower awareness of my body in space, lower ability to organize a 
narrative? I don't trust adults. I'm insecure in my agency in the world. I'm competitive with peers. I'm 
ready to pop at any minute. What do I need from the world? Well, I was thinking about PBIS, and I 
thought about, "Who should I turn to?" And of course it's Rob Horner, who's the PBIS guru, and he says, 
"All kids need this. We all need this. We need environments that are positive, predictable, consistent 
and safe." And then I looked at the trauma literature, and Dr. Bruce Perry, in a presentation that I saw, 
said "We need environments that are nurturing, predictable, consistent and safe." Think we have our 
message pretty clear. Nurturing and positive seem awfully much alike, right? So what are they going to 
be? As we think about PBIS, we can think about many, many, many strategies that are really grounded in 
PBIS, but we want to think about the top two more than others right now. So, when we think about the 
importance of the matrix and its lessons for kids with trauma histories, we're doing them for all kids. 
They're a Tier 1 intervention. We are doing it for all our kiddos, but what does it mean for kids with 
trauma? If I have a 20 percent smaller working memory, how wonderful it is if I don't have to learn 
everybody's word for quiet, the 400 different words people use for quiet in the school. Right? I learn it, 
and that consistent language allows me to use that working memory for learning the academic stuff or 
learning more complex social-interaction stuff. It reserves it for the things we really, really, really want 
kids to know because we've created a default by, hopefully, having visual supports to remind kids ... And 
I've been in several sessions with wonderful visual supports throughout buildings, and in my buildings I 
see that as well ... and we've taught them to fluency, behavioral fluency. So it is their default. They know 
to walk up those stairs every other foot. They know how to do those things. And, whether that fluency 
happens at Tier 1, or for some of these children it might be a tier 2, right, reteaching, but we get them to 
fluency so it's not occupying their learning space. We also ... Our acknowledgment systems are positive 
reinforcement. That's wonderful because it's telling them what we're hoping and what we're wanting 
from them, but it's building their sense of competency. One of the things we know is, you get an actual 
shot of dopamine if you do something that's a little bit hard, and you're successful. For kids with trauma, 
complying with expectations, especially if they're feeling a little more out of balance, takes some work. 
And, when they're successful, and they're noticed for it, that helps to build their sense of competency. It 
also helps them build connection with a wide web of adults. It's not just my classroom teacher. It's all 
the people in the building who are looking for me, reinforcing connecting with me, and so it kind of 
builds that wonderful, wonderful opportunity to be connected with others, to begin to develop trust 
with a broad range of folks. I think about these kids when I work with them. My image for them, many 
times, is also not just that exploding soda, but it is a parched land, that their souls are kind of missing a 
lot. They haven't been fed the things that really help them to grow and to feel strong and competent. 
And, if they only get reinforced once in a blue moon, and that's true for a lot of these kids because, lots 
of times, they have a lot of challenging behaviors, if they get reinforced once in a blue moon, what 
happens if you're parched land and you get a nice, hard rain all of a sudden? Runs off, right? However, 
with PBIS, because we are looking for those 4-to-1 ratios, the 7 to 1 ratios, because it is a part of our 



culture to notice kids doing the right things, it's like a spring rain. It soaks into their soul. And these kids 
often, because of the trust issue, tend to reject our attempts at being positive with them. You may have 
had kids. You say something positive, and they tear it up, or they get worse because they're not 
confident enough. But, when it's around you everywhere, it gets below the defenses, and they can start 
to feel it, and it starts to change how they see themselves and how they see others. We can also build in 
calming strategies and some of those things like fiddle objects, not that fiddle thing that buzzes around. 
That does not qualify. It takes no energy, so it does not work for kids that are hyperactive because 
they've had a lot of stress chemicals. Other kinds of fidgets, and I've brought them up here if you want 
to come up at the end: marble mats, one of my favorites, one of my teachers' favorites because they're 
silent. We actually use this with breathing, so you breathe in, and then you breathe out, so it's a nice 
visual, tactile, wonderful calming thing. The earlier session talked about glitter bottles, other kinds of 
things that actually take a little energy, and we're going to talk about more of that in a short amount of 
time. Teacher tone ... These are all things that create calmness. Visual schedules, advance warnings, 
transition planning. So this time of year, step-up day. I'm going to meet my teacher for next year." In 
Lancaster, we have Link Crew, which is for the 9th grade kids coming in. They get a peer partner, and it's 
older and really helps them with that transition. Web is a middle school version of that. The earlier 
session before me talked about mindfulness, learning how to be still, learning how to focus, to kind of 
be present and, again, it doesn't -- if you were in that session, they said it is not a religious practice. It is 
absolutely secular, and it can make such a difference. If you want to look up some interesting videos on 
mindfulness and their impact in schools, Holistic Life Foundation, which is out of Baltimore ... If you 
Google them, plus Baltimore schools, you might have seen an article on "Baltimore Schools Replace 
Detention With Mindfulness." They have kids afterwards doing mindfulness, but there's also a high 
school version. CNN did something on them. But, if you Google Holistic Foundation plus mindfulness 
plus high school, you get to see high school kids talk about how learning to still their body doesn't just 
make a difference in school, but it makes a difference when they're out there on the streets, and a lot of 
them are in really tough environments, and they're making better choices as a result of kind of being 
able to still themselves and give that space in which to function between stimulus and response. And, 
finally, a teacher's lighting and music and those sorts of things. Another thing we often see is people 
rethinking seating positions. When you're sitting with your feet flat on the floor, you're burning very 
little stress chemical off. Other positions may be more comfortable. You're also not introducing any 
dopamine. Deep pressure into your shoulders and your hips releases dopamine into your body. So 
things like kneeling, pulling your knees up, having a foot underneath you, standing and leaning, 
standing, all function to burn off some of the stress chemical and introduce some calming chemicals. 
Additionally, many times we'll say in elementary schools out here, "Okay, everybody, crisscross!" And I 
was in one teacher's class, and he said crisscross, and I noticed three kids didn't crisscross, and he didn't 
do any corrections for them, and I just asked him about it, and he said "Well, I know they can't do it." 
And I said, "Well, I think you are giving them permission, but can we make that more Tier 1?" So what he 
did is, we created visuals of the acceptable positions on carpet other than crisscross, and he says, 
"Please get in your carpet position," and that way, not only are we allowing kids to access things that 
might burn off more stress chemicals and introduce calming chemicals, but we are making our voice, 
what we're saying, consistent with our expectation, and we know consistency is really, really important, 
a simple fix, right, for something that was already sort of happening. I'm going to talk about behavior 
systems, and I might make a little enemies as I do this, but I want us to rethink our behavior systems. If 
you have kids that have trauma histories, some systems are a little bit more risky with those kids. So I 
love this quote from Elle Tobin: "Emotionally troubled kids are distinguished by their regrettable ability 
to elicit from others exactly the opposite of what they need." Kids who act out and they get pulled away 
from others. They act out, they get more negative feedback. That's the opposite of what these kids 
need. So how do we help? What do we do? As we think about our systems, we should think less about 



controlling. We should think more about connection, confidence and community. And, if we look 
through that lens as we look at our interventions, are they maintaining connection or building 
connection with adults? Are they giving the child confidence in themselves as a positive actor in the 
world, and are they creating or nurturing, or at the very least, not breaking community with their peers? 
We're going to be in a better place with those interventions. Other kinds of systems might work with 
other kids of kids, but we want to think about these kids. If you've got them in your classroom, one of 
the ... I'll talk about that later with resources. So here is ... oh, seeds. I think so many of these kids, and 
having watched them, the have the seeds for doing the right thing. They just need the conditions, and 
these are the conditions that are so important. We might want to rethink systems like this. These 
systems are based and, I know, they're number one teacher by teacher, Pinterest, Google. We've been 
growing up with them. I grew up with them. They're actually based on Leo Cantor, "Assertive Discipline," 
in the 1970s. We've come up with lots of new versions of them, but here's the problem with them. 
Here's why they're high-risk for kids with trauma histories or high-risk with kids walking around with a 
lot of stress in their life currently. If I am ... And I can't quite say the names ... but let's pretend I'm this 
kid, Joel, on red. Let's pretend I'm Joel. When I'm on red, does it help me with feeling connected with 
my teacher? Go pull your car and put it on red. I don't feel very connected. It doesn't help me stay in 
community with other people, with other kids. Has anyone ever heard a kid say "I'm not going to play 
with him. He's always on red!" I was in a classroom, and a volunteer came in. I'm sure she's somebody 
who really liked kids, or she wouldn't be spending her time volunteering, but she walked in, and she 
said, "Okay, it's going to be another one of those days!" Looking at the chart. So it doesn't help 
community. It doesn't help connection, and let's think about our self, our sense of competence. If I'm 
this child, I have sort of the scarlet letter B, bad behaver, right, that I'm now wearing. And, every time I 
look across the room, I see it. It's a public system, and I'm embarrassed. Now maybe you have the 
system that can earn things back, but, if I see that red, the likelihood of my earning it back, if I'm already 
a kid emotionally in the hole with things, and I'm pretty reactive anyway, is really small, or zippo. Same 
with the clip up and clip down. I've seen kids do the walk of shame to clip down. I had one kid do the 
walk of shame to clip down, and then proceeded to slide into the bathroom of the classroom and bring 
everybody's clips with him to put in the toilet. Not thinking it was an effective system for him! So what 
do we do instead? Here's a teacher who... And I'm sorry that this isn't really easy to see, but basically 
they're pockets with dollars in them, and there are some dollars that are empty, but this teacher in 
Lebanon School District gives dollars to kids based on positive behaviors, and they put them in their 
pockets, and the difference is this isn't really public. I might come in and see an empty pocket, but that 
doesn't tell me one thing about this kid, because this is how the system works. If I'm a child who needs 
really fast reinforcement, as soon as I get five tickets, when its turn-in time, I can buy my whatever it is. 
It might be getting to have a stuffed toy on my desk. It might be special art materials. If I'm a kid who's 
... Maybe I've had a lot of trauma, but I'm in a good place right now. I can wait 10. I save up to 10, and I 
turn it in. So I don't have turn-in times all the time, but when I have turn-in time, I can decide if I'm going 
to spend my money for certain privileges, opportunities. So the number of dollars in that means nothing 
to the rest of the world. It doesn't brand me. And she's also really focusing. She doesn't response cost. If 
you've earned it through that positive behavior, you earned it. If you're not engaging in positive 
behavior, you're not earning it right now, natural consequence. But it's a wonderful system. And then 
she has a book kids can look through, and her clever tip was, she put her amounts on Post-It notes so 
she could change them during the year and move things around, but she has a lovely book kids can flip 
through, and all of them are great ideas that don't cost money, for the most part, and if you're 
interested, I'll talk about where and you can e-mail me at the end, and I'll get them to you. Some kids 
need even more than that, and many teachers don't want to skew if they're using Dojo, and they're 
using just ... Hopefully it's on a private device, not up on the wall, so it doesn't have that public thing. If 
it's not a device and they're using it for positives, but they don't want to hyperinflate a child who they 



need to reinforce a whole bunch, so instead of reinforcing that child a ton, and they have, like, 470 Dojo 
points when everyone else has 35, instead of doing that, why you can do is have a needier kid bridge. So 
this comes from a classroom where she had plastic quarters. The child had a Velcro strip, and whenever 
she saw positive behavior, she Velcroed another one of those plastic quarters on. We did not do it in 
time segments, and there was a reason for that. When you do time segments, that blank is sort of like 
"Loser, you didn't get it!" It's screaming at a kid who's already super sensitive and so, instead, the visual 
part ... She could redirect behavior. She could tag it, give them a corrective feedback, all those sorts of 
things. But the visual part that hung there was "I am a competent, capable kid." When he got to four, 
then he got his dollar or his Dojo point, so that it became a way to make that system work in the whole 
of the other system. Other things, another one that an emotional support teacher did is, it used to be 
that her students, if they didn't earn to a certain threshold, they sat while the other kids kind of had the 
fun at the end of the day, the last 10 minutes of the day. And so, in rethinking that, thinking about the 
fragility of her students, she just made a hierarchy so every kid in her class always gets at least one 
point, and that's, "Thanks so much for being here today. You're a student in our class. I'm so glad you 
made that choice." Everyone starts at one, and then the harder you work and the more successful you 
are behaving, you get more and more points, and so how the turn-in works is, if I'm six, and this was a 
real kid in this emotional support class, being able to go under the teacher's desk was a real ... Kids love 
that. I get that from a safety standpoint for kids. If they're very stressed, that's very secure, dopamine-
inducing, tight environment. So I'm not surprised, but they love to do it. So, if I'm a kid who earns a six, I 
can go under the desk, but I can also do everything else. I can pick from that assortment, so my choice is 
greater the better I behave, but I still stay in community during that last 10 minutes of the day. Other 
things folks have been doing is really trying to later on things that intentionally build community. So I 
was in a classroom where they had paper plates in the middle of all the group work, and the teacher had 
a little blotter, and she would come by and would do a little ink blot on the paper plate as she walked by 
and complimented kids. It helped build that sense of community among that group and that kid's 
connectedness with that group. She said, in her group, that she knew she had a super fragile kid. She 
was always really looking for that child to be kind of going with the flow and getting in there to reinforce 
the group. Again, kind of elementary, are pom pom jars. I had one teacher say, "Because I know it's so 
hard for certain children to work so hard, I give them a big pom pom to put in," which is a great idea. 
Another idea is pom pom them to death. Teach them that good stuff comes when you act. You don't 
have to default to chaos. Good stuff, and that contributes to the community. This is a secondary one, 
the bottom one, and it was a teacher who had a lot of challenging kids came through his particular 
course in high school, and so what he did is, he had a fish bowl, and he gave kids tickets. And, in the 
beginning of the marking period, they brainstormed things that they could do for free for the last 2 to 5 
minutes, depending on the time of the year, of the day, and they would ... Of the classroom, not of the 
day ... and they had all these different things. So they might have that they get just to talk or use their 
technology, or this teacher, who was just amazing, was very good at doing the worm across the 
classroom. And so that was one of them. He had a reputation. It was actually the one kids wanted the 
most. So, if you're behaving, he'd drop a ticket, and you could choose from one of the things on the wall 
that you would want to be the reinforcer. That went in a bowl, and then, on a routine basis, he'd pull 
one out, and they would do it. But, if he caught kids working well together, if they moved ahead in their 
content well, he'd just randomly pull out. So you knew that, if you behaved more, you actually got a 
greater likelihood that your choice of those things would come up as your last 2 minutes or 5 minutes of 
the class. So we've talked about reinforcement, and we haven't talked a lot about consequences, and 
I'm not going to talk about them. I'm sorry. Logical consequences answer really well that whole thing 
about connection, competence and community, so anything that falls in that wonderful range of logical 
consequences makes sense. I want to talk about space between the behavior and any kind of 
consequence. Dr. Perry also talks about, "Our brain works in this fashion. We first have to regulate. Then 



we have to relate, and then we can reason." So, if we're not regulated, it's really hard to reason. I'm 
going to show you a bunch of different sort of time-out break structures from some of my buildings that 
are following this understanding of how the brain functions. So, in some of our schools, we're just 
launching calming caddies, and these calming caddies are to be in classrooms, and their use is going to 
be taught by the school counselor or other support personnel. In this case, the woman that has helped 
to develop these is Lucille Wakefield. She's a speech and language person working on self-regulation 
skills with her students. She sees kids at a Tier 2, and so they'll have them in the classrooms. The idea is, 
they're available. Kids can go resource them if they need them to calm down. A teacher might make a 
suggestion, or a kid, perhaps on their own, can self-assess. That's within the classroom. Many of you 
have probably used breaks or errands as a way to kind of break things up. We can make them more 
valuable if kids carry heavy things. That's kind of a dopamine thing. We burn off their stress chemicals, 
but we can also look at time away a little bit differently. Let's think back to those boys that are sitting 
there, and the cortisol is damaging their brain. If we do time away differently, whether it's in class, 
buddy teacher at the secondary level, a safe spot or something that we call re-regulation rooms, we'll 
see a big difference, so I want to talk you through a few of these things. In a re-regulation opportunity, 
whether it's in the classroom or in a separate space, what we're going for are these steps. We want to 
first begin re-regulating through high physical activity. And, when I say high, I mean gross motor because 
gross motor burns off the stress chemicals. Gross motor, particularly if we pick wisely, wall push-ups, 
can introduce calming chemicals. We begin to bring the brain back online, the cognitive brain, back 
online with us. From there, we move to something that is a lower level of activity. It's either fine motor, 
or it's things like the breathing. So paying attention to the breathing or doing some sort of position or 
isometrics, we're not as active, and then we move from there. Now the brain is calmed down enough 
that the thinking part of the brain can become in engaged, but we don't wan to start with something 
hard. When I was trained as an emotional support teacher, I was trained that you send kids to time-out. 
Then, they do a think sheet, or you go over, and you process with them, and I usually got ... Well, and 
this may sound gross, but I called it the binge-and-purge form of processing because, basically, they took 
in what I gave them, my words, and purged, threw it all up back at me, right? And yet they never 
digested any of it. It never changed how they were. And so what we're doing is, we're getting them ... 
Instead of doing that when their brain is not available, we're not getting them to a point that it is, and 
we start with a simple cognitive activity. In an in-class situation, it might be something as simple as 
looking around and seeing where I need to go back, but in another kind of situation, it might be that I'm 
going to do a simple, fun activity that's going to allow me to use my brain. Maybe it's just saying A,B,C,D 
in a relational way with somebody who's coaching me, or maybe it's tracing letters. I'll show you a 
couple of examples. Then we get to the problem solving. So, at a primary level, this is getting back on 
track, kind of cute. This is an in-class time-out. The kiddos have some yoga positions or physical activities 
they can do. They select from those or move through them. Then they move to thinking simple at their 
mastery-level tasks, simple tasks that they engage in that re-engages that cognitive brain, and then they 
go back to the classroom, and they go back, and their cognitive activity is just figuring out what they're 
going to do. This is actually a re-regulation room in an elementary school, and we tie it in with Zones of 
Regulation, since they're doing that as a Tier 1 thing in their school, and this is step two. So they come, 
and they breathe, and they're following kind of the zones. They're doing some of those things to re-
regulate back down. They get to this room a couple of ways. They may be scheduled. If I'm traditionally 
a doofus by 10 o'clock, then I prevent doofus-ness by, at 9:30, getting them to the re-regulation space 
for a break. Because what I'm assuming is, their level is rising, rising, rising, and I need to be able to pull 
it back down. This is actually a middle school, and we have other middle schools coming on board with 
this in other districts, so I do physical exercise. They come in, and they have a treadmill at Lincoln Middle 
School. They have kettlebells. A paraprofessional, who used to just kind of oversee a kids sitting in a 
space because they were sent out of class, now he's active in this whole process with kids. He's helped 



to develop it more. They do the physical exercise, then they do some breathing or calming kinds of 
things. It might be ... A lot of it's isometrics. A lot of middle school boys that works really well with, and 
then they do that simple activity. We have little mind puzzlers, things that are kind of fun. How many 
animals can you name with the letter A? Now with a B, you know ... Just things to get them back online 
in terms of their thinking, and then they design a plan, and that might be reviewing a social story, 
reviewing an agreement, a contract, any of those sorts of things that have been developed with that 
student, and then they exit. So it's their pride room and gives them pride. What's been an interesting 
offshoot that we did not predict from this is that they've found that kids are revealing things that they 
needed to reveal that have gotten them to resources they needed, that they probably never would have 
shared with anybody had that not happened. They are also finding the following results: kids are coming 
to this pride room. They're going back to class much faster, and they're not leaving class again. And kids 
that are scheduled it in breaks are not getting kicked out of class anymore. At high school, it might 
translate to just a safe spot. You go to somebody. They walk with you, not talking, you're just walking. 
Maybe get a drink because, when we drink cool things, it calms us down, and then they prepare to talk. 
So it might look very different in a high school setting. I don't yet have a high school that's doing 
something like re-regulation space. I'm looking forward to see if it ever makes sense in those settings. 
Lots of other wonderful behavior-related thoughts. I want to just reference the planned transitions. We 
have a lot of kids that are getting on-site mental health, but we found that they were having a hard time 
settling back down into class, sometimes because of the things that came up in that, so what we're 
trying to do is introduce some of these exercises and things they do other than just walking back to the 
class to kind of burn off some of that stress deliberately at the end of their on-site time. So finally, some 
resources. So I have to give a huge shout-out to all the practitioners that I work with that really have 
grown this whole process enormously. Started with some ideas from me, and they've made it so rich 
and wonderful, and for you, there are a couple things loaded on the conference page. There's a 
classroom management assessment if you want to see, "Is my classroom management system high-risk 
or low-risk?" And, for a lot of my schools, we've said, "Just make it one step better. Move one thing 
towards lower risk if you want to change it all at once," and so it's a way to reflect the first four items 
are the most important. There's also a list of books, websites and other resources around trauma, and 
then, if you're interested, I have a booklet. I'm going to tell you, it's a mishmash of a lot of things, but it's 
about re-regulation rooms and timing in-class time outs that are redesigned based on the brain. I also 
have those management system option handouts. So, the final quote: "He drew a circle that shut me 
out. Heretic, rebel , a thing to flout. But love and I had the wit to win. We drew a circle and took him in." 
PBIS really allows us to have a wonderful circle that brings kids in. It lays a very important foundation, 
and it really sets us up to then tweak some of the things that we do so that they're a really wonderful fit 
for these kids that need that special consideration. Thank you, and now we have a code. Okay, thanks so 
much. And, if you want it, my e-mail is on the front of the handouts.  
 
>> Thank you, Diane. 
 


