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This qualitative study focused upon ways teachers make meaning when working with
students who are affected by trauma. An 11-month longitudinal design was used to
explore teachers’ perspectives (N = 18 teachers) as they reflected upon the impacts of
trauma within their classrooms and as they learned about trauma-informed practice
strategies. Data from group interviews and participant journals were analyzed using
interpretative phenomenological analysis. Results emerged that suggested common
pathways in the ways teacher perspectives evolved; and these pathways were then
analyzed in light of the meaningful work literatures to further suggest how work became
more meaningful to these teachers when learning trauma-informed practice strategies.
Teachers fostered a greater sense of meaning at work via two pathways: first by
increasing their own wellbeing via personal use of trauma-informed strategies; then
second, by incorporating trauma-informed strategies into their pedagogy to more
effectively engage their students with learning. Increasing meaningful work for teachers
who are working with trauma-affected students has promising implications for teacher
professional development and workforce sustainability in schools experiencing high
rates of teacher turnover and burnout as a result of teacher exposure to adverse
student behavior.

Keywords: trauma-informed education, positive education, teacher practice, meaningful work, teacher wellbeing

INTRODUCTION

The Increasing Need for Trauma-Informed Teachers
Considering the increasing numbers of children contending with adverse experiences
and the impacts of trauma (National Child Traumatic Stress Network [NCTSN], 2020),
the need to explore the voices and lived experiences of teachers takes on greater
importance, particularly as many schools require effective implementation of trauma-informed
practice responses. Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs; i.e., experiences that undermine
a child’s belief that the world is good and safe such as experiencing violence, abuse or
neglect) impact high numbers of children. For example, pre-COVID research estimates that
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children in Canada (67%), United Kingdom (50%), and
United States (60%) have experienced at least one ACE (Cook
et al., 2017; Association of Directors of Public Health [ADPH],
2020; National Child Traumatic Stress Network [NCTSN], 2020;
Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion [OAHPP],
2020). In Australia, the country of the current study, the number
was higher at 72% (National Child Traumatic Stress Network
[NCTSN], 2020; Sahle et al., 2020).

Without intervention the impacts of ACEs can appear to
teachers as dysregulated, escalated, disengaged, disruptive or
sometimes violent student behaviors in classrooms (Downey,
2007). These challenging behaviors are often masking fear, lack
of safety, sadness and great loss for students (Wolpow et al.,
2009; National Child Traumatic Stress Network [NCTSN], 2020).
In direct response, Quadara and Hunter (2016) define trauma-
informed practices as frameworks and strategies to understand
and respond to the effects of trauma on wellbeing and behavior.
It is, therefore, important that teachers are educated in trauma-
informed practices to proactively address negative impacts of
students’ behaviors on themselves, their peers and teachers
(Hughes, 2004).

Further, the relevance of trauma-informed educational
practices and strategies takes on greater significance given the
COVID-19 pandemic which has triggered escalating rates of
child and youth adversity (Ma et al., 2021; Piquero et al.,
2021; Waters et al., 2021). Students and teachers across the
world have been impacted by COVID-19 through illness, fear of
exposure, losing loved ones, the move to remote learning and
so on (Brown et al., 2020). COVID-19 has widened the equity
gap and decreased student engagement in schools embedded
in communities of educational inequity (Flack et al., 2020).
Vulnerable students have experienced greater hardship due to
factors such as the increasing prevalence of family violence
(Humphreys et al., 2020). Researchers have identified that
COVID-19 has led to post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in
youth samples during the pandemic (Guo et al., 2020; Liang et al.,
2020; Wang et al., 2020).

Considering adverse childhood experiences before COVID-
19, and the compounding and ongoing impacts on child adversity
during the pandemic, trauma-informed educational responses
hold possibility for proactive steps for teachers to learn and
then to enact. As Quadara and Hunter (2016) propose, when
teachers learn about the impacts of trauma on child development
and on their capacities to learn, teachers can be empowered to
understand what they can proactively do to support children
when learning. Further, teachers may feel more effective in both
modeling repair responses to ruptures in the classroom while
maintaining strong ethics of care, safety and compassion for the
classroom community.

A Proactive Teacher Practice Response:
Trauma-Informed Positive Education
Designed as an integrated practice contribution, trauma-
informed positive education (TIPE; Brunzell et al., 2015, 2016b)
was developed as an evidence-informed pedagogical approach
from a systematic literature review of two relevant areas

of trauma-informed education and positive education. This
approach to trauma-informed educational practice aims to help
teachers understand the impact of trauma on students’ wellbeing
and learning whilst providing strengths-based pathways to
support students meeting their own needs in healthy ways in the
classroom and beyond.

TIPE is a practice application designed as a whole-school
trauma-informed approach for teachers to learn. TIPE suggests
developmental capabilities to trauma-informed teaching and
learning which advises teachers to actively work toward fostering
students’ own understanding of their stress response when
learning; introduce strategies to regulate heightened responses
to stress within the classroom (including mindfulness, sensory
integration strategies, pairing rhythmic movement with learning
academic content); increase relational strategies; learn about
character strengths; prime times for learning with positive
emotion; practice gratitude and intentionally savor small and big
successes in class.1 TIPE has been shown to provide teachers
with effective strategies to increase self-regulatory abilities in
students (Brunzell et al., 2016a) and to increase their relational
capacity and psychological resources for wellbeing (Brunzell
et al., 2019). These early results are promising, and there is
still much to explore with TIPE. There remains a need to
understand the experiences and perspectives of teachers as they
learn and practice TIPE to comprehensively sustain trauma-
informed practices within a school’s culture, practices and tired-
intervention approaches.

As TIPE has supported teachers to shift from reactive
to proactive strategies to increase student engagement and
wellbeing, it has also enabled teachers to maintain a strengths-
based perspective much needed in classrooms impacted by stress-
and trauma-exposure. The aims of TIPE are to provide teachers
the knowledge and strategies for what to do when supporting
dysregulated behaviors; and further, to maintain focus on each
student’s inherent strengths. When teachers are able to observe
when a child is learning well, using their strengths, and attached
to the classroom community, they can work toward replicating
these conditions for learning success.

Meaningful Work as a Protective Factor
for Teachers
Like other professionals on the frontlines of supporting
individuals impacted by trauma and chronic stressors, teachers
can struggle to learn new practices when they are continuously
service-rationing their limited resources of planning time, focus,
and other resources (van Dernoot Lipsky, 2009). Teachers may
also be managing vicarious impacts (secondary stressors) of
witnessing, understanding, and supporting young people who
have been impacted by trauma and chronic stressors (Alves et al.,
2020). With respect to the impact of students’ trauma-related
behaviors upon their teachers, previous research has shown that
this leads to a loss of meaning for teachers who feel inadequately
prepared to support students to meet their unmet learning needs;
and this loss of meaning is directly related to compassion fatigue
and workplace burnout (Brunzell et al., 2021). Aligned with this

1For more detailed information about TIPE (see Brunzell et al., 2016b).
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finding, Pines (2002) suggests that when teachers are unsuccessful
at managing student disruption, it compromises their feelings of
existential significance at work. According to Pines (2002, p. 133),
students presenting resistant behaviors may trigger teacher beliefs
that they can no longer “educate, influence, and inspire;” and
this has negative impacts on teachers who need to believe their
work is meaningful.

Research in other professions has shown that having work
which provides meaning is an important component in one’s
life satisfaction (Duffy et al., 2013), general wellbeing (Arnold
et al., 2007) and global sense of life meaning (Steger et al., 2012).
Having a sense of meaning at work also impacts various aspects
of one’s work life, including positive affect and engagement at
work (Steger et al., 2013), use of character strengths at work
(Hartzer and Ruch, 2012), work satisfaction (Kamdron, 2005),
feeling that work is important (Harpaz and Fu, 2002) and having
a sense of calling. In addition, higher levels of meaningful work
are related to less absenteeism and increased desire to stay in one’s
organization (Steger et al., 2012).

When studying meaning at work, Dik et al. clarified the
distinction between “work meaning” (i.e., whatever type of
meaning people give and take from their work) and “meaningful
work” (i.e., work that is both eudaimonically positive and
significant for the individual; Dik et al., 2013a,b). Steger
et al. (2012) describe four qualities of meaningful work: it
is subjectively judged to matter by the individual, seen as
significant, serves the greater good, and fulfills the broader need
for meaning in one’s life. Three theories are often employed
to suggest how work becomes meaningful: Rosso et al. (2010)
bi-dimensional model of meaningful work, Steger and Dik’s
(2009) three-factor theory of meaningful work, and Park’s (2005)
meaning-making model.

The current study employs meaningful work theories as
analytical tools in order to extend the findings from an
earlier study which determined sources of meaningful work
in teachers working within schools impacted by childhood
trauma (see Brunzell et al., 2018). Two umbrella sources of
meaningful work for teachers were identified in this earlier
study: (1) Teachers believe their work is meaningful when
their own workplaces nurture their own wellbeing as front-line
professionals exposed to childhood trauma, and (2) they also
believe their work is meaningful when practice pedagogies used
across their schools effectively engage students who struggle
with presentations of disengagement, resistance and defiance
within the classroom. Restated, teachers believe that they can
indeed cultivate meaningful work if they are given frequent
opportunities within their work to increase their own wellbeing
and to improve their own practice as teachers (Brunzell et al.,
2018). The current study aims to extend these findings to increase
understandings of how these two umbrella themes (sources) of
meaningful work potentially interact or change over time when
learning trauma-informed practices.

Within the meaningful work literature, (Dik et al., 2013b,
p. 364) ask researchers to discover in what ways can meaningful
work be “fostered, encouraged, elicited, or increased?” They
also call for further investigation into the ways an individual’s
work can be made even more meaningful. The contention
within the current study is that by studying the qualitative

responses, experiences and perspectives of teachers as they
learned and implemented trauma-informed pedagogy, the
field can gain nuanced understandings of how learning
trauma-informed pedagogy impacts teachers’ perceptions of
the efficacy and meaning of their own actions as they work
toward implementation of trauma-informed practice approaches
within their schools.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The qualitative methodology employed was interpretative
phenomenological analysis (IPA) which privileged and
prioritized the lived experiences and perspectives of participating
teachers (Smith, 1996, 2017; Smith et al., 2009). In accordance
with IPA, the aims and research questions in this study
sought to (1) explore teachers’ own understanding and their
perspectives when learning trauma-informed practice pedagogy
(phenomenology), (2) understand the meanings of teachers’
own meaning making throughout professional learning
(hermeneutics), and (3) place focus on individual teachers’
journeys (idiography) according to the perspectives of the
teachers themselves. IPA guided the epistemology, procedural
design, tools for data collection, researchers’ reflexivity, analytical
strategies, and write up of the investigation.

Participants and Procedure
Eighteen teachers2 were sourced from two schools: a
metropolitan school containing foundation (first year in
school) to year 12 students (N = 9 teachers; 77% female, average
years teaching = 1.8)3 and a rural school containing foundation
to year six students (N = 9 teachers; 66% female, average years
teaching = 12.2).4 Table 1 shows demographic information for
participating teachers.

The data collection occurred across 8 days spread over 11-
months (i.e., a complete school year). Within each session
teachers reflected together on what they had learned about
trauma-informed pedagogy and its daily applications to the
classroom. The teachers also participated in group interviews

2All names, including school and participant names, have been given pseudonyms
to protect participant identities as outlined in the study’s ethical agreements. All
participants have been given the opportunity to review all transcripts of interviews
and journal entries, and they have provided their consent for the use of their
responses in this report.
3The Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) for this school
is 967 (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA],
2020). An ICSEA is a scale which allows comparison among schools with similar
student cohorts. Schools with ICSEA scores of 800–999 are considered to be
lower in educational advantage than the national Australian average. Forty percent
of families in the F-12 school were in the state’s lowest quartile for socio-
economic status. Forty two percent of the students had a language background
other than English. School reports for trauma-affected students were confirmed
by community psychological support agencies, child protective services and the
school.
4The ICSEA for this school is 883 (Australian Curriculum Assessment and
Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2020). Seventy two percent of families in the
school were in the state’s lowest quartile for socio-economic status. Twenty four
percent of students in the school were of Aboriginal descent. Thirty percent were
known to the State Government Department responsible for Child Protection
services. School reports for trauma-affected students were supplied by community
psychological support agencies, child protective services and the school.
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TABLE 1 | Demographic information for participating teachers.

School location Participant # Alias (Gender) Year/grade level(s)* # years teaching # years at this school

School 1: metro 1 Leyla (F) 5–6 1.0 1.0

2 Sasha (M) 5–6 2.0 1.5

3 Maddie (F) 5–6 0.0 1.0

4 Joseph (M) 7 and 9 1.0 1.0

5 Jenny (F) 8 and 10 4.5 4.0

6 Roxanne (F) Wellbeing 6.0 2.0

7 Carol (F) Senior school inclusion unit 3.0 1.0

8 Christy (F) Senior school inclusion unit 4.0 4.0

9 Naomi (F) Senior school inclusion unit 1.0 1.0

School 2: regional 10 Gloria (F) Preparatory (P) 3.0 3.0

11 Kristen (F) 1–2 16.0 16.0

12 Ashley (F) P-1 1.0 1.0

13 Sonia (F) 1–2 11.0 1.0

14 Kiley (F) 5–6 17.0 13.0

15 Dev (M) 5–6 4.0 4.0

16 Heidi (F) 2–4 6.0 6.0

17 Gene (M) 2–4 6.0 8.0

18 Lisa (F) 5–6 8.0 4.0

*Most teachers in this study taught combined-grade, multi-age classrooms.

and completed individual journals in each of the eight sessions
across the year.

Data Collection
The current study collected qualitative data via group interviews
and participant journals.

Group Interviews
Group interviews were selected to gather data based on
practical concerns determined by the schools’ principals with the
researchers as a condition for the study. Group interviews have
been used for IPA (Flowers et al., 2000; de Visser and Smith, 2007;
Palmer et al., 2010). Acknowledging IPA’s focus on idiography
when using group interviews, caution is needed because the
multiple voices and perspectives from group members can make
it difficult to parse the individual and idiographic experiences
of each participant (Smith et al., 2009). Smith et al. (2009)
recommend one way to mitigate this is to analyze all transcripts at
least twice: the first time to look for group patterns and the second
time to look for idiographic, personal account. This two-step
analytic process was used in the current study explained below.

Participant Journals
In addition to group interviews, teachers were asked to write
in their own individual journals about their experiences and
reflections throughout the course of the 11-months. Journals
tapped into the idiographically unique aspects of meanings
attributed by each teacher for themselves in their own words.
Teachers were encouraged to record any stories or reflections that
they did not want to share in the group.

Ethical Considerations
The approved application to the University of Melbourne Human
Research Ethics Committee (HREC 1442689.1) addressed several

ethical concerns in the study. The roles of researchers and
participating teachers involved an inherent power differential
and affected the self-report of participant attitudes, perceptions,
and actions. The study’s data collection strategies attempted to
empower participating teachers by providing various ways to
provide their responses (e.g., group interviews and individual
journals). Confidentiality was carefully considered throughout
the procedures for this study. Due to the small sample size of
participants, confidentiality of responses could not be guaranteed
by the researchers. Pseudonyms were used throughout the data
reporting, analysis, and this report.

Discussing sensitive topics such as stress exposure due
to managing adverse student behaviors may have led to
empowerment and action toward mitigating the impacts of
these behaviors; but it may also have led to the experience
of unexpected distress during the research activities. No
participant requested additional support as a result of their
involvement in this study. However, if a participant had
required further assistance, the researchers were ready to
provide referral details for relevant professional services
counseling for participants as specified in the study’s plain
language statements.

Another potential concern (articulated by the ethics
committee of the state government’s department of education)
was ensuring participation in the study would be well integrated
into teachers’ professional learning and workplace priorities.
The ethics committee was assured that under agreements with
the schools’ principals, the time commitment in this study
included using a teacher’s pre-existing planning periods, and the
principals agreed that a teacher’s participation in the study was
designated planning time in teachers’ timetables. If a teacher felt
their limited planning time was not being used effectively, or
causing them duress when considering other priorities, a teacher
could elect to exit the study.
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Data Analysis
Step 1
Following IPA two-steps for employing group interviews (Smith
et al., 2009), the first author read transcripts of all group
interviews and re-read while listening to group interview
recordings to become familiar with the text. Next, a line-
by-line analysis was done by first author to determine IPA
categories of emergent, super-ordinate and recurring themes
(Smith et al., 2009).

Step 2
After the group interviews had been coded, the first author
manually extracted, compiled and analyzed individual
participant responses from group interview transcripts for
emergent, super-ordinate and recurring themes for each
individual participant (separate from group themes). Within
this exploratory qualitative investigation, individual participant
accounts were considered as an idiographic description of
an individual’s unique journey. However, all 18-participant
teachers were compared for themes and patterns. All texts
from the journal entries were also transcribed from participant
handwriting and subjected again to the IPA steps outlined above
to monitor and include unique findings arising from participant
journal entries.

Cross validation of data analysis occurred through
dependability audits by two research colleagues (different
to this study’s second and third authors) to increase internal
confirmability and intercoder agreement. These colleagues (1)
individually coded selected manuscripts from each participant,
(2) noted emergent and super-ordinate themes, and (3)
resolved discrepancies with the study’s authors. NVivo data
analysis software was used to support the manual sorting
and categorization of data themes. Together, the researchers
with additional two colleagues conferred upon 174 unique
codes yielding this study’s two recurring themes. Ongoing
checks throughout this process between authors aimed
to assess researcher bias from pre-existing biases due to
a priori theory.

RESULTS

Results emerged showing teachers used two applications of
trauma-informed positive education (TIPE): (1) they used TIPE
strategies to increase their own wellbeing inside and outside
work; and (2) they implemented new teaching practices (practice
pedagogy) to better suit the needs of and engage with students
impacted by trauma. Analysis showed two distinct pathways
emerging from teachers’ experiences and reflections as shown in
Figure 1.

In pathway one, teachers deliberately applied TIPE practices
to themselves (e.g., de-escalation, self-regulation, breathing,
mindfulness, strengths, gratitude) before they explicitly
implemented these practices in their teaching with students.
Within this first pathway there were two distinct subgroups:
Subgroup one of teachers (N = 6) experienced considerable
disruption to their prior held beliefs about their own abilities

to teach in trauma-affected environments. Despite their
best intentions at the beginning of the school year, they
struggled when trying to manage disruptive student behavior
and reported daily incidences of student disengagement and
refusal to learn. This disruption to their initial beliefs (that
they were indeed capable and prepared for their work)
depleted the meaning they hoped to derive from their
work; and they soon realized the most viable way to help
their students was to ensure their own wellbeing was first
in order.

Early on in the study, the teachers (who were eventually
placed) in subgroup two (N = 10) confirmed their previously
held belief that taking care of their own wellbeing was an
effective buffer to the possible impacts of vicarious student
trauma. These teachers knew that if they did not practice
trauma-informed practices as applied in their own lives, they
could not effectively learn nor practice trauma-informed practice
strategies with authenticity with their students. Both subgroups
one and two followed the same pathway when learning
about and applying TIPE in their classrooms as shown in
Figure 1.

In pathway two (N = 2), the teachers reported that they
only focused on their students and not on their own wellbeing
as adults. They did indeed learn and use TIPE strategies
throughout the school year to introduce new practice pedagogy
into their classrooms to increase engagement with learning.
These teachers reported some increases in practice (i.e., observing
positive changes in self-regulation and relationships in students
as result of TIPE) but did not apply TIPE to their own
wellbeing as professionals. At the end of the study, these teachers
reported either no change or decreasing wellbeing at work. The
following sections detail the stories and reflections as told by
the teachers themselves representing the pathways of teachers
learning of TIPE.

Pathway One: Changes to Wellbeing
Before Practice Pedagogy
Subgroup One: Thriving After Faced With Failure to
Teach
Common patterns emerged across participants placed in this
subgroup showing how meaningful work plummeted within
the first half of the school year due to significant disruption
to their global beliefs regarding their professional capabilities
to effectively teach their student cohorts. These six teachers
started the year with enthusiasm and hope, and quickly
reported presentations of secondary traumatic stress, compassion
fatigue and burnout. All teachers in this group experienced
disruption to their own beliefs about their own abilities and
purposes for teaching.

Through their learning of trauma-informed strategies the
teachers focused first by increasing their own wellbeing before
attempting to apply changes to their pedagogy. For this group,
applying TIPE to themselves first was a priority decision made
by the teachers themselves. Their school year was described
by one participant as a “journey of adversity” and teachers
found themselves desperately needing strategies for their own

Frontiers in Education | www.frontiersin.org 5 June 2022 | Volume 7 | Article 852228

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education#articles


feduc-07-852228 June 17, 2022 Time: 11:46 # 6

Brunzell et al. Trauma-Informed Practice Pedagogies
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FIGURE 1 | Teacher perspectives on the impacts of Trauma-Informed Positive Education (TIPE).

wellbeing to feel their actions had positive meaning and were
connecting with students.

In keeping with IPA’s focus on idiographic experiences, the
reflections of one teacher in subgroup one are introduced below.5

Carol’s story represented a specific pathway toward meaningful
work through disrupting previously held global values and
beliefs. When Carol was asked about what made her work more
meaningful, she spoke first about using what she was learning in
TIPE to boost her own wellbeing, and thus she was able to cope
more effectively. Later in the year, she explained she was spending
much more time teaching effectively and witnessing “small wins”
with students which reconnected her to her sense of meaning and
purpose in her work.

Carol: “I was a barrier.” Carol, in her early 30s, had 3 years
of teaching overseas before teaching in a metro-center within
Australia. Her primary teaching responsibility was in the school’s
specialist learning unit specifically designed for mixed-aged
high school students struggling due to dysregulated behaviors,
low academic achievement, and disengagement. She began her
year with excitement and enthusiasm for her new school and
work assignments, but her optimism quickly faded. Within the
first week students were openly defiant to her instructions and
refused to do their classwork. The co-teachers on her team
acknowledged she had the most struggle with her own escalation.
She reflected:

I do need to work on self-control because I am a little bit
hot-headed, I can be persistent. So, trying to control myself in
certain situations from not getting hot-headed is something that I’m
more aware of.

In the following interview session, she spoke of yelling at
students when they talked back to her, and having students walk
out of class when they did not want to do their work. In the first
term of the school year, her team was learning TIPE and creating
interventions for the classroom (e.g., predictable rhythms and
routines in the classroom, shared ways of de-escalating students,

5Only three participants are detailed within this report in keeping with this study’s
IPA methodology and its emphasis on phenomenological participant experience
(Smith et al., 2009). Participants were chosen due to their representation of
common themes across participants and contribution to novel theorizing.

relationships based upon attachment and attunement, etc.). At
the end of the first term, Carol shared that she was still struggling
with her own personal escalated responses.

When prompted on how she was going with TIPE during the
group interview, she replied:

I feel like [TIPE] is more about us than it is for [students]. So, I
suppose, because I am a pretty confrontational person, and I love the
drama. I think my self-regulation has changed quite dramatically.
and at my old school, you just think you’re angry, you yell, or you
get grumpy, and I’ve realised that I could’ve done that in the past
quite a lot. So, I’ve really tried to work on grounding myself.

She spoke of “grounding herself ” based on strategies she
was learning through TIPE and from the activities that other
teachers had shared in the group interview sessions (e.g., noticing
escalation in her own body, centering herself, lowering her voice,
taking a deep breath in front of the classroom, standing side-by-
side with the student instead of looking down at them).

In her final group interview, she provided reflections on how
her practice pedagogy had improved as a result of her working on
her own wellbeing throughout the school year:

I was a barrier. . . I realise that I actually have grown, and my
resilience as a teacher, because I think I’m a pretty resilient person
in my personal life, but this school made me feel really insecure and
really like I was a crap teacher and not very resilient at all. But I feel
like I’m able to step back and work out strategies that’s not going to
escalate me, escalate them.

Carol’s responses throughout the sessions provided insight
into the ways TIPE was enhancing her sense of meaning
over time. She was able to see the benefits of the new
practices she was learning upon on herself, and then she
reflected that focusing on trauma-informed strategies for her
own wellbeing made her a more effective teacher for the
students. Her own journey toward meaningful work was a
slow process because she struggled for most of the school
year with the daily exposure to trauma-affected students’
escalation. As evidenced through her own reflections, she noticed
incremental changes to the way she felt in the work and reported
positive changes in student outcomes. Getting to this personal
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insight required disrupting her initial beliefs about her own
capabilities as a teacher—and forging a new path through trauma-
informed pedagogy.

Subgroup Two: A Journey of Validation
Like subgroup one, teachers in subgroup two applied the
practices they were learning in TIPE to their own wellbeing
before integrating it into their practice pedagogy. However, while
subgroup one did this due to significant disruption to their prior
assumptions about their own workplace capabilities, subgroup
two described how TIPE validated workplace meanings, beliefs
and practices to which they already ascribed.

Sasha: “Your attitude becomes contagious.” Sasha, in his
early 30s, had taught for 2 years at his current school, which was
his first job following his university teacher training course. He
was quickly elevated to team leader after a couple of years, leading
four other teachers, in part because the school had significant
staff turnover each year, and approximately 30% of his school’s
teachers were new to the profession.

He described the classroom environment in the first session:
“You know you’ve got to look after all these kids, especially the
kids that always annoy you. Kids escalating and throwing things
in the classroom.” He shared that both he and his teaching team
needed consistent and effective strategies for both teachers and
students to self-regulate in order to maintain healthy classroom
relationships for learning. His insights suggested that he was
already conscious and aware of his own wellbeing to be an
effective teacher.

In the second term’s session, he told stories about using TIPE
strategies for himself, particularly strategies for self-regulation,
de-escalation, growth mindset and resilience at home with his
partner and extended family. One such example is below:

Okay, and I just sort of found myself doing self-regulation at
home. My wife rang me up and she told me, “Oh! Did you hear
about this, that and that?” And I’ve got a really big family and
everyone’s in competition with each other, and she told me this story
that really got me upset. Any other day I would have just lost the
plot, driven to my cousin’s house and had a word. But, I thought
about what we’ve been learning, and I just said, “Yeah. . .let’s just
come from a different angle,” and I was just really relaxed about it.

By term three, he began to actively apply his new language
and learning from his personal life and personal wellbeing
into the classroom. He openly modeled for the other teachers
various strategies emerging from TIPE including how to describe
his own de-escalating self-talk out loud and regulate students
trying to self-exit from the classrooms; he created a set of
over 150 emoji cards to teach emotional intelligence and
prime his lessons with positive emotion; he created “red-
light” and “green-light” thinking process charts to teach growth
mindset; and he practiced self-regulatory strategies with the
classes every day.

He also reaffirmed that an aspect of what made work
meaningful to him was being a role-model to students:

I want to be the teacher that I needed when I grew up.I think for
me it’s one of the most fulfilling things I’ve ever done. I like to say
as a career it’s a fulfilling career. We’re a role-model because a lot

of the kids might not have a mum and dad at home or someone to
look up to. So, we’re a lot more than what we studied for, you know?

The practices he was learning in TIPE provided him with
further ways to be a role-model (e.g., role modeling emotional
regulation). Moreover, Sasha noticed his entire teaching team’s
ability to role-model increased over time as they collectively
re-imagined their profession as a role-modeling profession
(instead of what Sasha described as “deliverers of information”).
Like Sasha, the teachers in this subgroup all described the
additive effects of their own wellbeing positively impacting their
ability to work together to increase their strategies for on-task
student learning.

Pathway Two: Practice Changes Only
Teachers in this pathway reported that TIPE led to positive
changes in their practice pedagogy and thus, their increased
capabilities to engage students. However, they deliberately chose
to not practice TIPE in their own lives inside or outside work.

Dev: “It didn’t really cross over to my personal life. . .this
year my focus was 100% on giving all the information to the
kids.” Dev taught years 5 and 6 in a combined classroom. He
had 4 years of teaching experience, all at his current primary
school. In his late 20s, he was a physically active person, always
dressed in sports gear or a jersey from his local football club
and would find every opportunity to get his students outside
and moving throughout the day. He frequently voiced grave
concerns for the impacts of trauma within the wider community
(a community in which he also lived in). Dev said he felt his own
pedagogical aims were validated by TIPE’s focus on de-escalating
stress-response systems within the body, physical activity, self-
regulation, and rhythm.

He said he often connected physical activity with positive
emotions and hunted for every opportunity to give students
movement breaks when learning academic content. He then
made a routine of asking students to reflect on how they were
feeling as a result of these movement breaks called “positive
primers” and “brain breaks” in TIPE. He found these movement
breaks de-escalated students quickly and helped to increase
student focus at the beginning of a lesson. In the interview
groups, Dev frequently related TIPE to his practice pedagogy,
though he plainly shared that he did not relate TIPE to
his life or wellbeing outside work. He attributed this to the
following:

My personal wellbeing is dependent of my ability to switch off.
Unlike a lot of other teachers, when I go home, I have the ability to
block work out of home and private life.

Analysis of his responses suggested that Dev considered
TIPE part of his practice pedagogy—and that practice did not
include a deliberate application to his own wellbeing inside
or outside of work. In the final sessions, when asked in
interviews (and journal prompts) to describe what provided him
with meaning at work, Dev discussed how the TIPE practices
allowed him to be a better teacher, but he did not mention
that TIPE influenced his own wellbeing. In the final data
collection rounds, Dev reported his wellbeing “was not very
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good” and had decreased throughout the year. He attributed
this to school-based stressors of receiving inadequate workplace
resources, unreasonable deadlines and feeling unsupported by his
leadership team. He did not see TIPE as a potential way to reduce
his own workplace related stressors.

DISCUSSION

This qualitative study focused upon ways that teachers made
meaning when teaching students affected by trauma and how
their use of trauma-informed education strategies fostered
more meaningful work. Results showed that TIPE enhanced
meaning via two pathways: through the use of trauma-informed
strategies to bolster their own wellbeing prior to embedding
the strategies into the classroom, and through the direct
use of trauma-informed strategies in the classroom without
personal application.

Park’s (2005) meaning making model is helpful here to
interpret the ways in which TIPE can facilitate meaningful work
when teachers experience significant disruption to their prior
held global beliefs about their own ability to be effective within
trauma-affected classrooms. These results suggest that meaning
making occurs as a deliberate process when teachers recover from
a significant disruption or stressor (i.e., encountering a highly
dysregulated and volatile classroom environment of students
struggling with escalating and aggressive classroom behaviors)
with ongoing attempts to reduce the discrepancy between their
prior (global) worldview and their current reality of adversity
within their classroom (Park, 2010). For example, teachers in
pathway one, subgroup one all held a prior global worldview
that they were capable teachers who could work effectively in
vulnerable communities.

Park (2010) asserts that by resolving these discrepancies
through new learning, the meaning making process promotes
better accommodation of future stressors. Interpreted through
Park’s meaning making model, teachers in this subgroup moved
through stages toward resolution of new meaning through
(1) acceptance (e.g., coming to terms with stressors in the
workplace environment, and accepting that their prior reactions
to ruptures were exacerbating student escalation and off-task
behaviors), (2) perceiving their own growth through positive life
changes (e.g., applying TIPE to life outside work; deliberating
practicing self-regulatory strategies in one’s personal life and then
modeling those strategies for the students), and (3) reappraising
the meaning of stressors (e.g., de-personalizing student stress;
Park, 2010).

When considering teachers like in pathway one’s subgroup
two, it is helpful to recall Rosso et al. (2010) sources and
mechanisms of how work becomes meaningful. For those like the
teachers in this subgroup, a self-attributed source of meaningful
work is one’s ability to role-model wellbeing to students, a
relational theme within both teacher wellbeing and practice
pedagogy. This source of meaningful work, role-modeling, can
become activated through all four mechanisms of meaningful
work (i.e., individuation, contribution, self-connection, and
unification), particularly in the mechanism of authenticity (i.e.,

role-modeling allowed Sasha to feel like his “true-self ”; Rosso
et al., 2010, p. 109), and mechanisms of self-efficacy and purpose.

As shown in pathway two, there may be teachers who
(after learning trauma-informed education strategies) might
only apply those strategies in their practice pedagogy and
not to their personal wellbeing. To recall the teachers in
pathway two, their self-reported increases in practice pedagogy
strategies were promising. They deliberately tried to integrate the
research on self-regulation and positive emotion into classrooms
and reported that students were noticeably more engaged
in lessons.

Here, Steger et al. (2012) three-factor theory of meaningful
work describes how teachers can increase meaningful work in
the domain of practice pedagogy: (1) Comprehension—teachers
in this pathway readily expressed more meaning in their job
throughout the year when witnessing increased engagement
behaviors in students. (2) Purpose—teachers’ learning of TIPE
encouraged the creation of new strategies which fortified their
aims for wanting to be effective teachers. (3) Serving the greater
good—teachers clearly observed that new professional learning
positively impacted students, the school community and the
greater good within their local communities. However, like
the teachers in this pathway who did not consciously practice
trauma-informed strategies for themselves, teachers may quickly
attribute decreases in their own wellbeing as related to structural
issues within their school—for which they may have limited
opportunities to change.

Limitations
When considering limitations, it must be recognized that
the teacher learning sequence of TIPE and this study’s
methodological strategies may have pre-constrained the findings.
TIPE was learned by teachers in a specific, developmental order
(i.e., first increasing self-regulatory abilities; next increasing
relational capacity; and then increasing psychological resources;
Brunzell et al., 2016b), and the data collection strategies
captured data in the time period after teachers learned each one
of these domains.

While a strength of this design allowed the researchers to
focus on how teachers specifically learned (and reflected upon)
each of TIPE’s domains, future research with different methods
may find alternative themes that do not follow the findings
from this study. An alternative to the current design may be to
first introduce all TIPE domains to teachers; next, allow time
to pass for teachers to possibly apply these domains to their
own wellbeing and practice; and then, begin data collection to
explore possible impacts. Employing this kind of design would
allow researchers to understand teacher priorities and workplace
application when not interrupted by data collection.

Implications and Future Directions
It is often the case that teachers who are experiencing ill-being
within trauma-organized systems (Bloom and Sreedhar, 2008)
are only given approaches that address their illbeing/wellbeing
(Cartwright and Cooper, 2005). However, only focusing on
teacher wellbeing fails to build teachers’ pedagogical capabilities
to work with students presenting complex unmet needs within
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the classroom as a result of trauma. The results of this study
suggest that trauma-informed education approaches to address
teacher wellbeing should also include teacher practice as a key
priority in order to support workface sustainability.

CONCLUSION

The current study provides novel contribution to the field
including a new model proposing how teachers can make and
extend meaningful work using trauma-informed approaches
within their classrooms. There is urgent world-wide need to
provide viable trauma-informed approaches to buffer teachers
against the primary and secondary impacts of distress and
trauma arising through the COVID-19 pandemic (Alves et al.,
2020). Teachers must be given viable ways to process and
create new meaning through their ongoing exposure to student
trauma. Understanding how to increase meaningful work for
trauma-affected teachers can make a valuable contribution to
teacher practice and wellbeing—and to enhance the outcomes
for students who need to experience daily success when learning.
The current evidence suggests that teachers might welcome
the invitation to apply TIPE strategies to themselves and
with their students.
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