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Key Messages 

• Media images can influence our perceptions of children and youth during war, often creating 
fixed ideas of youth as either helpless victims and bystanders or perpetrators. It is therefore 
important to reflect on our biases and recognize that, like adults, most children and youth work 
hard to adapt to their environments in order to survive.  

• Recognizing the resilience and strengths of children and their families is an important component 
of understanding and supporting adaptation after traumatic experiences associated with war and 
migration. It is critical that we all work towards schools and classrooms that are both trauma and 
resilience aware/informed.  

• Extreme or sustained trauma can challenge one or more of 5 major psychosocial adaptive systems 
which sustain “a state of psychosocial equilibrium in individuals and their communities” (see 
Silove, 2006). These are: safety, attachment/bonds, identity, justice/human rights, and meaning. 
In the aftermath of war trauma, individuals and communities actively defend and maintain these 
five systems of psychosocial stability.  

• Adaptation involves learning and adopting new behaviours to cope with change and constantly 
changing environments. Therefore, it is important to remember that children and youth may have 



developed coping behavors that were very adaptive within the envioments they came from. Often 
times, these coping behaviours are transferred into new school settings, and become maladaptive, 
causing concern or challenges to those who are not aware of their origin. 

• Individual and collective mental health disorders and psychosocial challeges can reflect a failure 
to adapt both individually and in the psychosocial environment in the aftermath following trauma 
(Silove, 2005). Therefore, a supportive enviroment in the aftermath of trauma is critical for 
mobilizing adaptation. 

• Safety and attachment are the two most commonly researched areas in children who have 
undergone war and refugee experiences (see Yohani, 2015). Research does indicate that children 
who have encountered personal injury or losses are at higher risk for developing trauma-related 
disorders such as PTSD.   

• Teachers and other school personnel should also become aware of the potential impact of trauma 
and displacement on identity, sense of justice and meaning systems held by children and youth 
(Yohani, 2015).  

School-related challenges faced by the new newcomer/refugee student and families that are related 
to experiences or trauma and loss: 

• Children and youth’s pre-migration and ongoing experiences with loss, loneliness, and grief may 
impact their ability to engage fully in learning and the school community. 

• The presence of “active” trauma symptoms (e.g. difficulty concentrating, hypervigilance, 
intrusive memories) interferes with learning and social skills, often causing disruptions in 
learning and social relationships. If unrecognized, children/youth can be labelled as behavior 
disordered. 

• School-based experiences can trigger and activate trauma responses including loud sounds or 
more “mundane” triggers within the curriculum content and classroom/school activities such as 
multicultural celebrations. 

• Family’s post-migration settlement challenges (finances, employment, housing, and 
language/education training, social supports) may impact their ability to recognize that children 
are struggling emotionally, behaviorally and socially. 

• Experiences of discrimination and/or bullying in the school context are often secondary traumatic 
experiences for children that either sustain trauma or reactivate trauma symptoms.  

General strategies to help support refugees students and families: 

• See notes from webinar # 2 for understanding the range of experiences children and families may 
have that can contribute to trauma-related difficulties. 

• As noted in webinar # 2, learn about the the pre-migration socio-cultural, historical/political, and 
economic circumstances of the major ethnocultural groups that are represented in your schools. 

• Develop relationships with families by inviting parents of new students to a small “weclome to 
[your school]” events and invite them to share their experiences, questions and ideas for 
supporting their children in school. 

• Foster relationships with community organizations and family liaison workers/cultural brokers 
who can help you develop an understanding of pre and post-migration experiences of refugee 
families 

• Work with family liaison workers/cultural brokers who can help bridge communication and 
cultural differences in relation to the mental health of children and youth  



• Build partnerships with local community organizations/groups that provide community-based 
group supports for refugee and immigrant families – important resources for teachers and school 
personell 
 

Some specific school/classroom strategies to support students: 

• As noted in webinar #2, take time to develop individual connections with students with known 
histories of conflict/refugee experiences – short, regular contact is more productive than 
scheduling specific meeting times during the week  

• Normalize anxiety/fear responses and educate students about their as reactions – having a trauma-
informed undertanding is very helpful here  

• If possible, set aside 10 minutes a day to discuss any concerns, especially if there has been an 
incident in school or community that may be a trigger for refugee students  

• Recognize that relationship building with refugee students is a process of building trust and safety 
and that this takes time, patience and an understaning. From this earned trust, they will share with 
you what is important/concerning them. 

• Incorporate soothing activities that teach youth self-regulation and stress management 
• Incorporate “energizing” activities that allow stress relief 
• Reinforce the importance of extra-curricular activities such as music, sports, arts as these allow 

opportunities for physical activity and self-expression while building relationships with other 
students.  

• Lead discussions on social justice in classrooms to help reinforce values and respect of 
differences and build inclusive classrooms/schools. 

• Adapt class activities to reinforce resilience and hope by using drawings, readings, artwork etc 
• Give youth opportunities for leadership and involvement in humanitarian activities. 
• Engage youth in processes that impact their life – E.g. reviewing education programming and 

policies. 
• Give students choices when engaging in classroom activities that may potentially trigger 

experiences of trauma and loss. Be mindful that students may not be ready to talk/share about 
their country of origin, family or culture. 

 
 Possible discussion questions: 

1. What are some of the ways your school can work towards becoming a trauma-informed 
school that supports safety, attachment/bonds and identity development for students? 

2. What are some of the ways your school can foster safe and respectful discussions/dialogue on 
issues that related to justice/human rights? 

3. What is the role of education and schools in fostering a sense of purpose and meaning for 
students? 
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