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IN MARCH OF 2015, a second-grader
approached teacher Miriam Santos-
Amador while she was on lunch duty
and asked her if she wanted to fight. She
disengaged to discourage the question,
yet the student continued, asking her
repeatedly, “Wanna fight me?” Then—
while her attention was elsewhere—he
jumped onto alunch table and slapped
her in the face. Her own second-grade
students stood in witness.
Santos-Amadorisnotalone. According
to the Indicators of School Crime and
Safety: 2014 report from the National
Center for Education Statistics, over nine
percent of school teachers were physically
threatened or attacked during the 2011-
2012 school year. Santos-Amador attri-
butes the lunch-line incident to inter-
twining symptoms that underlie many
of these assaults: trauma and a dearth of
responsive psychological services in the
school and community. Chronic poverty,
for example, can erode many aspects of

a student’s life and cause a host of com-
plex symptoms. At La Esquela Fratney
Elementary, where the incident occurred,
many kids come to school without socks
during the cold Wisconsin winters.
Santos-Amador knew this. She rea-
soned that the student must have inter-
preted something about her as threat-
ening and attacked preemptively. But it
didn’t make the experience any easier.
The assault Santos-Amador suf-
fered is just one example of the trau-
mas many teachers in the United States
experience daily—some suddenly and
others over extended periods. Trauma
has many faces: the death of a student,
aschool closure, abullying administra-
tor or the stress of struggling to meet
student needs that dwarf what the
institution can provide. Sociologist
Paulle Bowen calls teaching in this kind
of high-stress environment physically
“toxic” because it presents real health
risks and bodily dangers for educators.
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Santos-Amador felt her own health
decline after the assault. Her teach-
ing suffered. Her class misbehaved for
weeks. Feeling self-absorbed and guilty,
she could not show up mentally for her
students. “I didn’t feel like teaching, or
going to school, or doing anything,” she
reports. “I felt invaded. He took with
him my spirit to teach. I felt like I was
trampled on in front of the whole school,
and no one did anything to defend me.”

To help combat symptoms like those
Santos-Amador experienced, a growing
number of institutions—and individ-
ual teachers—are finding ways to pro-
mote resilience and physical and psy-
chological healing from trauma. While
some trauma-responsive interventions
require deep institutinoal transforma-
tion, others are more personal.

Restorative Justice

Schools across the country have been
turning to restorative justice practices
as away to reform their disciplinary pol-
icies. But restoring relationships can also
promote resilience and healing through-
out thelarger school community—regard-
less of whether the individuals involved
are adults or kids. Santos-Amador’s great-
est difficulty in healing, she says, was an
absence of restorative recourse. While
a simple apology would have lifted her
spirit, “He was never asked to say, ‘T'm
sorry,” she says. The student never under-
stood he had done anything wrong,

A restorative circle is one example of
apractice that explores difficult thoughts
and emotions that victims and perpe-
trators experience during and after an
incident, and asks how the harm can be
repaired. Restorative circles emphasize
reparative action rather than rules and
consequences, and send a message that
the feelings of all individuals matter.

At Greenway Elementary in Beaverton,
Oregon, where Renee Caballerobegan the
2014 school year as a new principal, the
school culture needed a boost. Seeking to
build what she calls a “culture of hope,”
she began implementing restorative
practices—practices that improved the
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sionate during moments of crisis and over prolonged periods of stress.

Learn about a mindfulness exercise that has helped users for more than 20 years
in our exclusive online sidebar!

lives of teachers, too. Restorative jus-
tice is helping this community of edu-
cators to adopt a growth mindset and
see that change is possible through fos-
tering positive relationships through-
out the building,.

This year, Greenway teachers are
learning how to facilitate restorative
circles. “[The perpetrators] have to face
the people they’'ve harmed,” she reports.
“We all [make] a plan and verbalize how
we [will] support both the victims and
the perpetrator.” Instead of sending kids
home to play video games during a sus-
pension (which Caballero admits is sim-
pler), her staff will work with the school
counselor to help students learn how
their behavior impacts the whole com-
munity—including the teachers involved
in the incident or initial referral.

Response to Trauma

At a more macro level, comprehen-
sive programs such as University of
California, San Francisco’s Healthy
Environments and Response to
Trauma in Schools (HEARTS) work
to sensitize the entire school envi-
ronment to the causes and effects
of trauma. This includes supporting
staff members who experience burn-
out. HEARTS trains educators on how
trauma affects the brains of both stu-
dents and teachers, and trains educa-
tors how to manage classrooms with
chronically stressed students.

The HEARTS projectisbased on prac-
tices at the Trauma and Learning Policy
Initiative in Massachusetts. The initia-
tive’s program, Trauma Sensitive Schools,
advocates for a “whole-school” approach
and views teachers’ own well-being as
fundamental to an institution’s success.
“There isacumulative impact on teachers
of understanding what students are going
through, and working with these students
day in and day out,” says Joe Ristuccia,

consultant for the initiative. Signs that a
teacheris experiencing direct orvicarious
trauma might include depression, devel-
oping ashort temper, or compulsive shop-
ping, drinking or eating.

The program uses its “flexible frame-
work” to consult with schools, setting
individualized priorities for change. It
also teaches educator responsiveness to
empathy fatigue. Initially, teachers learn
self-awareness skills, becoming more
attuned to early indicators of burnout.
Next, the individual school staff members
are trained to take responsibility for their
symptoms. Trauma Sensitive Schools
emphasizes the basics: conversation and
connection with others. “Personal con-
nection and community is ultimately
where people turn to for resilience and
for the support theyneed,” Ristuccia says.
“We help remove the stigma and make it
okay to talk about the impact.”

Mindfulness
Intervention for affected teachers also
happens on an individual level. One
study at the University of Vermont
assessed the effectiveness of a pro-
gram called Mindfulness Based Stress
Reduction on educator stress and
well-being. Over an eight-week period,
participants learned body scanning,
breathing awareness, yoga, and eating
and walking meditation. In class, edu-
cators learned to nonjudgmentally
become aware of their thoughts, feel-
ings and sensations, to disengage from
reactive patterns, and to become more
resilient when faced with stressors.
Asthe teachers developed their emo-
tion-regulation skills, the study found
they more effectively managed student
behavior, de-escalated conflict, and built
more positive relationships with their
co-workers and students. Participants
also slept better and demonstrated
more self-kindness and compassion.



Linda Lantieri, founder of the Inner
Resilience Program (IRP), puts this
study into practice. Although the pro-
gram was founded to help New York
educators process the traumas of
September 11, 2001, Lantieri says most
teachers were chronically stressed
before the attacks. Through contem-
plative practices like journaling, mind-
fulness, poetry and yoga, IRP workshops
help teachers operating on overdrive to
slow down, strengthening their capac-
ity to respond calmly and creatively. As
mindfulness increases, Lantieri finds,
frustration drops and trust with stu-
dents and colleagues builds.

Lantieri has seen educators incor-
porating the practices by encouraging
staff meditations before school, cre-
ating contemplative peace corners in
classrooms and conducting mindful
walks with students in the hallways.
At one school in East Harlem, Lantieri
recounts, teachers were struggling
with a high population of special-needs
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students. “They could barely get to 3
o’clock without doing something—not
exactly unkind—but not as sensitive
as they were at 9 o’clock in the morn-
ing,” she says. The teachers decided to
gather in the staff room at lunch and lis-
ten to meditation tapes of mindfulness
expert Jon Kabat-Zinn. Although they
meditated together for just 10 minutes,
the teachers reported feeling their best
selves at the end of the school day.

Vicarious Resilience

Recent research has validated an old
idea that teachers, medical profession-
als and social workers have noted anec-
dotally for years: vicarious resilience.
Vicarious resilience describes the real-
ity that those working in highly stressed
or traumatized environments may actu-
ally experience positive outcomes, gain-
ing improved skills to cope with and
reframe negative events. Vicarious resil-
ience develops and is nurtured within
the heart of difficult experience.
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In an online course for professionals
working with trauma survivors, social
work professor and trauma specialist
Megan Berthold outlines several bene-
fits of working in areas with high rates of
trauma. These benefits include learning
to overcome and transform traumatic
experience, developing a deeper aware-
ness of the broader socio-political context,
and gaining a more realistic worldview.
Berthold also describes improved self-es-
teem, increased empathy and compassion,
and greater feelings of efficacy and com-
mitment to one’s work. Citing psychol-
ogists David Engstrom, David Gangsei
and Pilar Hernandez-Wolfe, she asserts
that intentionally finding positive value
in one’s work lowers the risk for empathy
fatigue and burnout, initiating and sus-
taining a cycle of positivity and well-being.

Teachers can soon measure these
findings against their own experiences.
Hernandez-Wolfe is currently develop-
ing a vicarious resilience scale, where
professionals working with trauma sur-
vivors can assess the positive impact
of their work and track it over time. As
educators assess their impact holisti-
cally, they develop trust in their vicar-
ious resilience and build confidence in
their growing efficacy as teachers.

Despite her assault, Santos-Amador
found the resilience she needed to
return to her classroom and teach her
students. “I try to put it past me,” she
says. “Every child needs another chance.
Whatever happened yesterday is yester-
day.” Resilience thrives through seek-
ing a nourishing external community
as well asreplenishing one’s personal
reservoir daily. Experts emphasize
that compassion—for oneself, for stu-
dents and for fellow educators—is akey
reminder of the strength of human con-
nection. With the right support, educa-
tors who breathe in suffering every day
can learn to breathe out relief. ¢

Ehrenhalt has taught English and spe-
cial education in Portland, Oregon, and
currently works and practices at San
Francisco Zen Center.
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