
Addressing collective trauma and supporting the well-
being of students and school staff 

1

June 9, 2021

Jameela Conway-Turner, PhD, Senior Researcher, REL Southeast 
Tammie Causey Konaté, PhD, Senior Technical Assistance Consultant 
Fausto Lopez, MEd, Senior Technical Assistance Consultant 



Acknowledgement and disclaimer 
Information and materials for this presentation are supported by IES/NCEE’s Regional 
Educational Laboratory Southeast at Florida State University (Contract ED-IES-17-C-
0011) as resources and examples for the viewer's convenience. Their inclusion is not 
intended as an endorsement by the Regional Educational Laboratory Southeast or its 
funding source, the Institute of Education Sciences. 

In addition, the instructional practices and assessments discussed or shown in this 
presentation are not intended to mandate, direct, or control a State’s, local educational 
agency’s, or school’s specific instructional content, academic achievement system and 
assessments, curriculum, or program of instruction. State and local programs may use any 
instructional content, achievement system and assessments, curriculum, or program of 
instruction they wish.

2



Agenda 

• Welcome, introductions, and purpose

• Introduction to addressing collective trauma and supporting the well-being of students
and school staff

• Understanding collective trauma and its effects

• Working through cultural trauma

• Integrating trauma-sensitive approaches and social and emotional learning (SEL)—to
create safe, supportive, and culturally responsive schools

• Wrap up and next steps

3



Welcome and Introduction

4



5

Jameela Conway-Turner, PhD 

Senior Researcher

Meet the Presenters 



Meet the guest speakers 

6

Tammie Causey Konaté, PhD 

Senior Technical 
Assistance Consultant 

Fausto Lopez, MEd 

Senior Technical 
Assistance Consultant



Regional Educational Laboratories

WA

MT

ID
OR

AK

WY

CO
KS MO

NE

SD

ND

NM
OK

TX LA

AR

MS AL GA

FL

SC

NC

CA
IL

NY

KY

PA

TN

WV VA

NV
UT

AZ

ME

VT
NH

IA

MN

WI
MI

IN OH
* The Pacific Region contains
Hawaii, pictured on the map,
and American Samoa, the
Commonwealth of the Northern
Mariana Islands, the Federated
States of Micronesia (Chuuk,
Kosrae, Pohnpei, & Yap), Guam,
the Republic of the Marshall
Islands, & the Republic of Palau,
not pictured on the map.

Appalachia
Central
Mid-Atlantic
Midwest
NE & Islands

NW
Pacific*
SE
SW
West

MA

RI
CT

NJ
DE
MD
DC

HI
VI
PR

7



Types of support Regional Education Laboratory (REL) Southeast offers 
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Applied research studies that address 
partnerships’ research questions 

Events that support the dissemination and 
understanding of existing research 

Workshops that support the use of data 
and research 

Coaching that supports the use of data 
and research 

Technical support such as survey, interview 
or observation protocol development, 
literature reviews, or tool development 

Reviews of studies and interventions to 
determine level of evidence to support ESSA 
implementation 

Ask-A-REL annotated bibliographies 
produced in response to stakeholder 
questions



Addressing collective trauma and supporting the well-
being of students and school staff
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Addressing collective trauma and supporting the well-being of 
students and school staff 

REL Southwest delivered a webinar related 
to collective trauma and the social and 
emotional well-being of students and staff 

10

Link: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southwest/events/2021/webinar-012121.aspx

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southwest/events/2021/webinar-012121.aspx


Understanding collective trauma 
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. . . By any other name 

The term collective trauma is used synonymously 
with the following: 
• Community-wide trauma. 
• Cultural trauma. 
• Historic grief. 
• Historical trauma. 
• Intergenerational posttraumatic stress disorder. 
• Intergenerational trauma. 
• Mass trauma. 
• Multigenerational trauma. 
• Simultaneous trauma.

12



What is cultural trauma? 

Cultural trauma occurs when members of a collective group “… 
are subjected to a horrendous event that leaves indelible marks 
upon their group consciousness, marking their memories forever 
and changing their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable 
ways” (Alexander et al., 2004, p. 1). 

“A cultural trauma occurs as the taken-for-granted foundations of 
individual and collective identity are shattered, setting in motion a 
discursive process to understand what happened, assign blame, 
and find pathways to repair an interpreted situation” (Demertzis & 
Eyerman, 2020, p. 428).
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Tenets of cultural trauma 

Cultural trauma “. . . is not the result of an event but the effect of a sociocultural 
process . . . the result of an exercise of human agency” (Alexander, 2012, p. 15). 

• Shared suffering among a group 

• Injury to a group’s collective identity following a cataclysmic event 

• Disruption of the “taken for granted” 

• Fracturing of security afforded by a firm sense of identity 

Source: Demertzis & Eyerman (2020). 
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Elements of Cultural Trauma 

Emotionality 

(mostly negative) 

Blame attribution (such 
as media claims) 

Identity formation 
processes 

Defense mechanisms 
(artistic creation) 
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Source: Demertzis and Eyerman (2020).



Taken-for-granted foundations 

According to the July 4, 1776, 
Declaration of Independence, 
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“. . .We [can] hold these truths to be self-
evident, that all men are created equal, 
that they are endowed by their Creator 
with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the 
pursuit of Happiness.” 

Reflection 
Question

What are some of your taken-for-granted beliefs, routines, traditions, and nonnegotiables that 
are presently being challenged?



Foundations shaken 

• Shelter in place. 
• Socially distance. 
• Wear a mask. 
• Wash hands and sanitize surfaces. 
• Avoid gathering in groups or attending 

social events. 
• Get tested. 
• Wait for availability of a vaccine. 
• Take the vaccine; anticipate side effects.
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“In COVID-19 as other looming global crises—health inequity and climate 
warming—the scientific evidence has been marginalized, the public perception 

of risk has been undermined, and the critical coordination at the local, city, state, 
and federal levels has been weakened” 

(Watson et al., 2020, p. 11).



COVID-19: A triggering event for trauma 

Newly traumatizing 
events (such as 
COVID-19) 
challenge cultural 
identities.

Cultural 
identities are 
thrown into a 
state of flux.

Cultural identities 
[beliefs, knowledge, 
behaviors, and 
trauma(s)] are intact.

Americans are brave, self-
sufficient, and invincible. 
We’re survivors!

We have to do what? 
I have the right to “do 

me”; this is a free 
country.

Do I really have to wear a mask? 
When is this going to be over? 

Where is the cure for this?

Source: Luna Recovery. (n.d.). 
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Collective trauma 

Collective trauma is defined as an entire group’s psychological reaction to a traumatic 
event that affects an entire society. 
• It is represented in the collective memory of the group and involves not only a 

reproduction of the event but also an ongoing reconstruction of the trauma. 
• It emotionally connects people around the globe through experiences of helplessness, 

uncertainty, loss, and grief. 
• It can persist across time and generations. 
• It illuminates the interconnectivity of the health, education, social, economic, and 

political landscapes. 

Source: Watson et al. (2020). 
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“Collective traumas are reflections of 
neither individual suffering nor of actual events, 

but symbolic renderings that reconstruct and imagine them. 
Rather than descriptions of what is, 

they are arguments about what must have been 
and what should be.” 

(Alexander, 2012, p. 4)
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What emotion comes to mind when you recall these events? 

• California wildfires 
• Hurricane Katrina 
• Thailand tsunami 
• SARS outbreak in 2003 
• Black plague 
• HIV/AIDS epidemic 
• Ebola outbreak in 2014 
• COVID-19 pandemic 
• German Holocaust 
• Trail of Tears 
• Relocation and extermination of native people 

• Atlantic slave trade 
• Sandy Hook Elementary School massacre 

in 2012 
• Parkland School shooting in 2018 
• Boston Marathon 2013 bombings 
• September 11, 2001, terrorist attack 
• Orlando, Florida, Pulse Nightclub 

mass shooting in 2016 
• George Floyd’s murder in 2020 
• Boko Haram abduction of more than 

200 Nigerian schoolgirls in 2014

21

Reflection 
Question



Potential effects of collective trauma 

 Mental health and well-being. 

 Intergenerational trauma. 

 Threats to identity and culture. 

 Social solidarity. 

 Increased empathy. 

 Societal changes.
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Cascading collective traumas 

Cascading collective traumas are defined as a series of compounding catastrophes that 
may be both historic and concurrent in nature and yield stronger emotional responses with 
each new exposure (Silver et al., 2020). 

Examples: 
Global pandemic; race-based historical traumas; brutal killings of unarmed Black people 
(for example, Ahmaud Arbery and Breonna Taylor); the videotaped death of George 
Floyd; the point-blank police shooting of Jacob Blake, with seven bullets to his back; 
multiracial protests; social unrest; political divisiveness and violence in the streets; 
extreme weather events (including devastating hurricanes, record heat waves, disastrous 
wildfires), many of which required evacuations.
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Impact of cascading collective traumas in the United States 

• Dominant cultural values of rugged 
individualism and self-determination 
challenged. 

• Global interdependence and 
interconnectedness illuminated. 

• The crucial role of families in an 
individual’s physical and mental health 
functioning highlighted. 

• Economic vulnerability and 
food insecurity revealed. 

• Disproportional impact on 
marginalized citizens, particularly people of 
color, laid bare in areas of 
education, transportation, income, health, 
housing, and mortality. 

• Importance of digital connectivity clarified. 

• Inequities linked to racism and classism and 
used to blame marginalized groups for failures 
across the spectrum of health, job success, 
school success, and others illuminated. 

• Advancements in science and 
medicine realized to be insufficient.Source: Watson et al. (2020). 
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Collective cascading traumas in U.S. education 
• Teacher shortages intensified by a trend of early retirement and considerations for their and 

family members’ health- and age-related vulnerabilities (CNBC, October 9, 2020).

• U.S. public school systems lost nearly half a million teachers in April 2020 alone; high attrition 
rates among older teachers are impacting the number of experienced and credentialed teachers 
(Economic Policy Institute, October 16, 2020).

• Cognia surveys of 74,000 teachers, parents, and students reveals more work, less academic rigor 
in schools, and anxiety over student readiness (Businesswire, October 29, 2020).

• Increased suicide rates, and suicidal ideation among school-aged youth (Martinez, December 9, 
2020, Fox 5:KVVU-TV, Local Las Vegas).

• Increased rates of academic failure in the K–12 education context (The Washington Post, 
November 24, 2020).
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https://www.cnbc.com/2020/10/09/teacher-shortage-and-covid-19-create-challenge-for-education-system.html
https://www.epi.org/blog/policy-solutions-to-deal-with-the-nations-teacher-shortage-a-crisis-made-worse-by-covid-19/
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20201029005349/en/Cognia-Surveys-of-74000-Students-Teachers-and-Parents-Finds-More-Work-Less-Academic-Rigor-in-Schools-and-Anxiety-Over-Student-Readiness
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/fairfax-schools-more-failing-grades/2020/11/24/1ac2412e-2e34-11eb-96c2-aac3f162215d_story.html?itid=lk_inline_manual_19
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/fairfax-schools-more-failing-grades/2020/11/24/1ac2412e-2e34-11eb-96c2-aac3f162215d_story.html?itid=lk_inline_manual_19


• Misalignment of existing school policies and practices to COVID-19 context.(DeBerry, 
December 11, 2020, Louisiana Illuminator). 

• Disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on students who are historically underserved, 
their engagement in school, and access to key resources (including computer devices 
and broadband; food; safety and supervision; transportation; high-quality, standards-
based, grade-level instruction; (Dorn et al., June 1, 2020, McKinsey.com). Engagement 
rates indicate that schools serving predominantly Black and Hispanic students 
are lagging behind; only 60 percent to 70 percent are logging in regularly. 

• Disproportionate impact of COVID-19 on the physical and social emotional well-being 
of students from underserved racial and ethnic groups because of health equity 
considerations (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, July 24, 2020).
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Collective cascading traumas in U.S. education

https://lailluminator.com/2020/12/11/in-the-case-of-kamauri-harrison-its-the-jefferson-parish-school-board-versus-everybody-with-sense/
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/covid-19-and-student-learning-in-the-united-states-the-hurt-could-last-a-lifetime
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/health-equity/race-ethnicity.html
https://lailluminator.com/2020/12/11/in-the-case-of-kamauri-harrison-its-the-jefferson-parish-school-board-versus-everybody-with-sense/


Working through cultural trauma 
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Strengthening traditions of resistance for survival 

Case 1: Blurred Home-School Boundaries 

In Jefferson Parish, Louisiana, on September 9 and 11, 
2020, respectively, an 11-year-old, sixth grader, 
Tomie Brown, and a 9-year-old fourth 
grader, Ka’Amauri Harrison were each recommended for 
expulsion for being in possession of a BB gun while 
logged on a virtual class. They have since received 
suspensions rather than expulsions. 

The public questions the school system’s right 
to consider a student’s home part of the school campus, 
if they are learning online.
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Source: Canicosa, J. C. (2020). 



Strengthening traditions of resistance for survival 
Case 2: Unprecedented Academic Failure in K–12 Schools 
• A county in Georgia reported that the majority of the students (K-12) that are failing are students 

learning virtually compared to students learning in person (The Augusta Chronicle, November 18, 
2020).

• In North Carolina, 46 percent of 3rd through 12th grade students in Wilson County Schools failed at 
least one class, more than twice the rate from the same period in fall 2019 (Associated Press).

• A county in South Carolina reported that the number of students failing at least one class has tripled 
compared to 2018-2019 (Greenville News, November 11, 2020).

The high failure rate among students may be caused, in part, by limited access to devices and/or the 
internet and to teachers’ preparedness to adapt quickly to new teaching and learning contexts.
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https://www.govtech.com/education/k-12/georgia-schools-report-failing-marks-increase-amid-covid.html
https://www.greenvilleonline.com/story/news/education/2020/11/11/number-students-failing-greenville-sc-schools-has-tripled-2020/6241547002/
https://www.govtech.com/education/k-12/georgia-schools-report-failing-marks-increase-amid-covid.html


What would you do to… 
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Empower and arouse 
agency and positive self-
transformation? 

Develop culturally 
affirming sustainable 
solutions?



How to work through cultural trauma 

Encourage 

Encourage 
positive 
collective 
identity. 

Map 

Map assets 
pertinent to 
trauma-related 
services. 

Engage 

Engage education 
stakeholders, 
enabling them to 
leverage their 
strengths and 
social networks. 

Implement 

Implement and/or 
refine policies 
and practices to 
eradicate barriers 
and overcome 
stigmas and 
social adversities. 

Utilize 

Utilize culturally 
responsive 
programming to 
address needs and 
barriers across 
service sectors, 
communities, 
organizations, 
neighborhoods, 
families, and 
individuals. 

Source: The National Child Traumatic Stress Network: https://www.nctsn.org/trauma-informed-care/culture-and-trauma
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https://www.nctsn.org/trauma-informed-care/culture-and-trauma
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A four-step model for addressing cultural trauma 

Step 2: Disrupt deficit-based 
discourse regarding traumatic event. 

Step 1: Resist traditional 
domination. 

Step 3: Empower and arouse agency 
and creative self-transformation. 

Step 4: Develop culturally affirming 
sustainable solutions. 

Source: Causey-Konaté & Montgomery-Richard (2018).



Integrating trauma-sensitive approaches and social and 
emotional learning (SEL)—to create safe, supportive, and 
culturally responsive schools 
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What is social and emotional learning? 
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Process Practices Competencies 

Source: Process by Rflor, partnership by Vectors Market, and Open Mindedness by Becris from the Noun Project.



Collaborative for Social, Emotional and Academic Learning 
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Image source: Pasco County School District (adapted from www.CASEL.org)

http://www.casel.org/


Trauma and social and emotional development 

Exposure to trauma may negatively affect 
the following: 

• Our capacity to self-regulate. 

• Our awareness of self and others. 

• Our ability to engage socially and form 
relationships. 

• Our ability to attend to information, 
accurately assess situations, and make 
decisions. 
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Image source: https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/deep-dives/adult-capabilities/ 

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/science/deep-dives/adult-capabilities/


Why are schools addressing trauma? 
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Unaddressed trauma negatively impacts learning and academic success. 

Schools risk misunderstanding, mislabeling, misdiagnosing, retraumatizing. 

Schools can help to prevent and mitigate the negative effects of trauma. 

Educator trauma negatively affects job performance and morale. 

Addressing trauma can positively effect students, families, staff, and schools.



Trauma-sensitive schools 

A trauma-sensitive school is 
one in which all aspects of the 
educational environment— 
from workforce training to 
engagement with students and 
families to procedures and 
policies—are grounded in an 
understanding of trauma and its 
impact and are designed to 
promote resilience for all. 

38Link: https://gtlcenter.org/sites/default/files/Supporting_Student_Resilience_Well-Being_Self-Assessment_Planning_Tool.pdf

https://gtlcenter.org/sites/default/files/Supporting_Student_Resilience_Well-Being_Self-Assessment_Planning_Tool.pdf


Importance of integrating SEL and trauma sensitivity 

Parallel implementation efforts risk: 

• Incomplete understanding of each approach (terms used interchangeably). 

• Fragmented implementation. 

• Confusing or contradictory messages. 

• Sense of competing priorities (for example, time and focus). 

• Intervention/initiative fatigue.
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Integrating SEL and trauma sensitivity: How do we get there? 

Integrating
SEL and 
trauma 

sensitivity

Shared 
understanding & 
integrated vision

Build 
readiness

Shift 
mindsets

Support adult
SEL and 

well-being

Joint 
implementation

Focus on 
equity

Source: Osher et al. (in press).

40



Develop a shared understanding and integrated vision 
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Source: Osher et al. (in press).



Build readiness 
Motivation 
• Willingness or desire to implement an intervention. 

• Willingness to engage in self-exploration (for example, of own biases, social-emotional competencies). 

• Staff beliefs, attitudes, and concerns. 

General capacity 
• How well a school/district is currently functioning (for example, Is there a strong foundation on which to 

implement a new intervention?). 

Intervention-specific capacity 
• Knowledge or skills that are specific to SEL and TSS. 

Momentum 
• Build on existing buy-in, activities and climate
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Shift mindsets 

• Judgmental: Understands behaviors as the 
result of individual deficits (what’s wrong 
with you?). Uses negative labels. 

• Power over/obedience: Views adult authority 
and control as critical to student success. 

• Individual: Focus for change is on the 
individual. Solution is for youth to “fix” their 
behavior. 

• Deficit-based/reactive: Focuses on reducing 
problem behaviors. Minimal crisis prevention 
planning or debrief for learning. 

• Curious: Considers whether behaviors may 
be ways of coping with traumatic experiences. 
Negative labels replaced. 

• Power with/collaboration: Encourages 
student and family choice and control. 

• Environmental: Takes a more holistic view 
and considers how external factors influence 
youth. 

• Strengths-based/proactive: Focuses on 
identifying/promoting strengths and 
opportunities for growth. Prevent 
crises/retraumatization. 

43

Traditional perspective Trauma-sensitive, SEL perspective



Shift mindsets 

• Punitive: Punitive discipline is the primary 
approach. 

• Siloed: Support for students exposed to 
trauma should be left to counseling 
professionals. 

• Operate from dominant culture: Adopts a 
“one-size-fits all” approach based on the 
perspective of the dominant culture. 

• Academics only 

• Restorative: Positive, strengths-based 
approaches to discipline are used most 
often. 

• Integrated: Assumes a shared responsibility 
for addressing trauma. 

• Cultural humility: Seeks to understand and 
convey respect for diverse cultural values 
and beliefs and integrates culturally 
responsive services. 

• Academic and social and emotional 
learning 

44

Traditional perspective Trauma-sensitive, SEL perspective



Support adult SEL and well-being 
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The competencies that 
adults need to manage 
stress and create a safe 

and supportive 
classroom environment 

The skills and mindsets 
that adults need to 
effectively embody, 

teach, model, and coach 
student SEL 

The overall well-being 
and emotional state of 
adults in school settings 

Sources: Jennings & Greenberg  (2009). ; Schonert-Reichl (2017). ; Schonert-Reichl, et al. (2017). 



Research on educator social and emotional competencies 

• Teacher social and emotional competencies strongly influence learning conditions and 
students’ motivation to learn (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). 

• Educator stress deeply affects their mental health and well-being, job satisfaction, job 
turnover, and student outcomes (Greenberg et al., 2016). 

• Students learn SEL skills better when educators can effectively model these skills (Berman 
et al., 2018). 

• Teachers who were mandated to teach SEL but did not cultivate their own practice 
worsened their students’ social and emotional skills. However, teachers who enhanced their 
own social and emotional skills improved not only their own well-being but also the social, 
emotional, and academic development of their students (Reyes et al., 2012).
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Initiate a joint implementation process 
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Joint teaming to support 
adoption 

Combined professional 
development and 

application 

Integrated monitoring 
and evaluation



Reflection Questions 
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How have you and your 
colleagues been affected 
by cultural trauma? 

How have your students 
been affected by cultural 
trauma?



Wrap up and next steps 
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Additional Resources 

Additional resources were developed by 
REL Southwest. 
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Link: https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southwest/events/pdf/2021jan21/Addressing-Collective-Trauma-HO-508.pdf

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southwest/events/pdf/2021jan21/Addressing-Collective-Trauma-HO-508.pdf


Research Synthesis and Action Planning Template
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Action Planning Template 

Using the evidence-based practices listed in 
the action planning template, take a few 
minutes to identify at least one practice you 
want to implement. 

Identify how you will monitor if this 
practice is working.  
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How can you use 
these resources with 
your team? 



Next Steps 

As a team: 

• Share these resources 

• Discuss these resources with your 
school/district teams 

Look out for the next webinar: 

• Topic: How to Assess Student Needs 
and Identify Areas of Growth
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and the climate crisis, and collective trauma. Family Process, 59(3), 832–846. 
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Resources 

REL Southwest Webinar Archive: Research-Based, Trauma-Responsive Education Practices 
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southwest/events/2019/webinar-trauma-responsive-practices.aspx 

REL Southwest Infographic: Supporting student mental health and responding to trauma.  
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southwest/infographics/relsw-infographic-trauma-508.aspx 

REL Southwest Blog: Taking off our blindfolds, while we wear our masks 
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southwest/blogs/swtppd-trauma-0720.aspx 

REL Mid-Atlantic Fact Sheet: Trauma-informed planning strategies to help students transition back to 
school in the era of COVID-19 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/midatlantic/app/Docs/Infographics/Trauma_informed_FactSheet_081 
020_508.pdf 

Trauma-Sensitive Schools Training Package 
https://safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/trauma-sensitive-schools-training-package
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