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     Key Things to  
   Remember When  
Addressing Student Needs
• All students and staff deserve to feel supported  

and safe.
• All behavior is an expression of a need.
• Know the systems of meaning for both your staff  

and your student—knowing this will help in identifying  
the best approach.

• Keep in mind the ultimate goal you have for your student.
• All students deserve to be viewed with strength.
• There is no simple solution, and students must be  

included in the process.
• Strong and solid Tier 1 approaches that whole  

staff have agreed to will assist you in your  
support of student success.
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Connect  
to an online community

use #TraumaInvested on Twitter and follow 
Kristin @KristinKSouers and Pete  
@EducationHall for tips,  
tools, and teamwork!
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    Need vs.  
Behavior

All behavior is an expression of need. And 
rather than get stuck admiring (or lament-
ing) the way a student is asking for that 
need to be met, let’s needsleuth and  
figure out what the underlying need is  
and address it head-on. Many of us have 
had some training in managing behavior, 
and we have also learned that focusing 
solely on behavior doesn’t really result  
in true change. Kids will find new ways  
of showing us what they need. Focusing  
on how they are asking is not nearly  
as effective as focusing on what they  
are needing. Kids are showing us the  
best way they know how to tell us that  
they are not okay. Often, they have  
never learned any different. Simply  
making a behavior go away doesn’t  
solve the problem at the origin.  
Thus, the key for true change is under-
standing the need and teaching  
students helpful and healthy ways  
to get that need met.

1. Emotional needs. 
These students simply 
struggle with regulating 

their bodies and getting into and 
staying in their upstairs brains. Often 
their brains are wired so that they 
simply cannot sit still for several 
minutes, their capacity to learn and 
focus is limited to small time frames, 
or they require additional support to 
do what is expected of the “average” 
student. These are students who look 
to us to give them tools and skills for 
understanding their bodies’ biology 
and for us to help them learn and 
practice ways to achieve and sustain 
regulation.

2. The need for a relational 
connection. These students 
look to others to help them 

feel safe and regulated. They rely on 
someone else to validate them, their 
feelings, and their experiences.

Of The Most  
Common Needs We  
See Students Expressing

3. A physical need. These students don’t get 
enough food or healthy nutrition, they are  
sleep deprived, they don’t feel well, they are hot,  

or they are cold—something is physically disrupting  
their biological ability to regulate their bodies into 
learning-ready states. 

Note: Keep in mind students who struggle with regulation 
often burn through more energy than others. This often 
requires the need for frequent nutritional refueling and 
brain breaks. A simple implementation of a healthy snack, 
an opportunity to take a quick safe break, or a simple form 
of regulation support can help to meet these needs and 
quickly get our students back into a learning-ready state. 

4. A need for control. These students tend  
to be the most difficult for adult educators. 
These students have learned that they cannot 

rely on people and have been left to their own devices to 
manage and make sense of their world. These students 
often engage in a power struggle or crave predictability. 
When something unexpected happens, these students 
are most likely to be derailed from learning. They feel like 
they are powerless, or the lack of predictability associated 
with the experience is enough to distract them out of a 
learning-ready state and into a survival state.

      Steps to  
Reaching Students
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1. Identify what need a 

behavior is expressing.   
2. See the worth in each 

student and build from 
his or her strengths.

3. Remember kids can’t learn  
if they don’t feel safe.   

4. Work from a team  
perspective.   

5. Consider whether a basic 
need isn’t being met.   

6. Give students  
grace.
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IDENTIFYING STUDENT NEEDS

The Art of Being Human 
(a personal note from the authors to YOU)

Becoming trauma-invested is, at its core, about bringing human back into 
education. YOU are human! Kids are kids, no matter where they’re from, 
what age they are, and how big they get, and they need YOU to guide 
them toward their greatest selves. YOU don’t need extra letters after your 
name to be kind. YOU don’t need a counseling degree to let your kids 
know that YOU are safe and that YOU care. YOU are human, and you’ve 
had to manage the mess of life, too—so take care of yourself, take care of 
each other, be kind to each other, and see the best in yourself and your 
students. YOU can do this!
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 RECOMMENDED  
 THINGS THE BRAIN 
NEEDS TO BE HEALTHY

1. Sleep. Kids of all ages should be getting 
8–10 hours of sleep per night.

2. Brain food. Are we fueling our bodies 
with healthy, nutritious options?

3. Water. Replenishing our water supply  
is always a good choice.

4. Exercise. Physical activity is associated 
with healthy brains and bodies.

5. Breathe. When in doubt, close your 
mouth and take a breath. 

6. Teamwork. Learning is a social activity, 
so find teammates to grow with.

7. Challenge. Push the limits of your skills 
and knowledge often.

8. Limited screen time. Excessive  
screen time invites the downstairs brain 
to be in charge.

9. Laughter. It truly is the best medicine, 
now without the sour aftertaste.

10. Gratitude. Express your thanks often  
and honestly.

ANTICIPATING STUDENT NEEDS

10         Examples  
        of How  
to Employ the 
Strategy in 
Schools

1. Create a wall to display 
students’ (and adults’)  
accomplishments in bringing 
these 10 to life.

2. Make a pledge for all stu-
dents (and adults) to commit 
to emphasizing the 10.

3. Offer a classroom chal-
lenge to engage in the 10 
every day for a month.

4. Take intentional breaks 
throughout the day to 
practice one of the 10.

5. Use the weekly chart  
to monitor progress and 
record growth at  
school and  
home.

5
Brain-Healthy Element Mon Tue Wed Thu Fri Sat Sun

Sleep: Did you get 8–10 hours  
of sleep last night?

Brain food: Did you eat healthy  
snacks and skip the processed/ 
fast food?

Water: Did you drink at least  
32 ounces of water (and skip  
the soda)?

Exercise: Did you exercise 30+ 
minutes?

Breathe: Before you acted, did  
you breathe?

Teamwork: Did you partner  
with someone (or a group) to 
accomplish a task?

Challenge: Did you do something  
that forced you to expend  
significant mental energy?

Limited screen time: Did you  
spend less than two hours on  
recreational screen time (TV,  
video games, internet, cell  
phone, etc.)?

Laughter: Did you have a good  
belly laugh and find joy in life?

Gratitude: Did you express  
thanks to yourself, someone else,  
or the universe for anything?
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