
The Calm Phase: Focus on Universal Precautions 
 

Teachers are not psychic and don’t know what highly stressful or traumatic experiences a student may have 

experienced before arriving to school. Additionally, students who are coping with chronic traumatic stressors of 

abuse and neglect often do not tell their teachers what is happening in their lives. However, they do show the 

behavioral symptoms of trauma, one of which is overreacting when mildly frustrated or exhibiting sudden 

emotional outbursts for which there is no obvious trigger. 

 

When students enter the classroom, they carry with them feelings and emotions from earlier experiences. This 

ranges from feelings of frustration after a stressful experience at home, to anger after being approached by a 

bully at school, to lingering embarrassment from an uncomfortable interaction with the previous teacher. 

Moreover, if a student has experienced a stressful incident before they enter the classroom, they are also 

carrying with them physiological side effects such as an excess of adrenaline in their systems that can make it 

difficult to control their behavior.   

 

 

Because students coping with traumatic stressors have low levels of frustration 

tolerance, a mildly frustrating classroom experience or interaction that could be 

managed by the average student is overwhelming to the traumatized student and can 

result in an emotional overreaction. 
 

 

Traumatized students may also be triggered by something happening in the classroom that reminds them of a 

traumatic experience, such as a classmate loudly banging on the desk or a textbook falling to the floor. Often, 

because traumatized students also have poor self-regulation, emotional overreactions or outbursts can quickly 

escalate into aggressive peer-to-peer or teacher-student interactions. When someone is triggered, it sparks a 

physiological response including an increase in adrenaline and a more rapid heartbeat that can make it difficult 

for the person to calm down without assistance. Because they are still maturing, students often do not have the 

coping skills needed to manage this physiological escalation, and if the classroom, lunchroom, or playground is 

chaotic it will be especially difficult for them to de-escalate themselves.  

 

 

We can use what we know about the science of trauma to act proactively to support 

students. Because students in the Calm Phase are in an emotional state that makes it 

easier for them to act with their “learning brains,” this is the time to be proactive. 
 

 

Establishing clear behavioral expectations, providing strong instruction, and preparing individualized behavioral 

plans for students with histories of challenging behaviors all contribute to maintaining a classroom culture and 

environment that is less susceptible to behavioral escalation.  

 

Universal precautions are best done through our preventative actions, we recommend Calm Centers and 

Mindfulness as universal preventative practices that should be available in all classrooms and regularly 

practiced with all students daily to support the development of behavioral and emotional regulation. We 

provide comprehensive guides on both practices.  



 

Calm Centers Mindfulness 

Classroom calming centers provide students with 

the physical space needed to self-calm and self-

regulate after an event or interaction that may have 

triggered emotional dysregulation. Calming center 

provides them with the independent tools and 

manipulatives they can use to become calm and 

ready to either resolve a conflict or re-engage in 

their academic tasks.  

 

The use of calming centers in the classroom is a 

proactive strategy that can build student agency 

around emotional and behavioral regulation and 

conflict prevention.  

 

Post-traumatic growth occurs as students learn that 

they have the ability to manage their emotions as 

well as their behaviors in social and learning 

interactions.  

 

 

 

      

Mindfulness in the classroom engages students in 

building the skill of paying attention on 

purpose. As with all skills it takes time to develop 

and depends on frequent and regular 

opportunities to practice. 

  

Mindfulness has a dosage effect. With more 

doses/practice, the greater the effect and the 

sooner the benefits will be realized. 

Like a vitamin, it is a great idea to begin each 

school day with a dose of mindfulness for everyone 

in the building. 

 

Three times a day is a recommended daily dose: 

first period, after recess/lunch, and before 

dismissal. 

 

Identifying other points in the day to add a dose of 

mindfulness will strengthen their practice and 

ability to use it for themselves for self-regulation.  

 

 

 

Each micro-learning brief is archived on our webpage for you to access and review when needed:  

TREPEducator.org/deescalation-microlearning  

 

 

https://www.thewatsoninstitute.org/watson-life-resources/situation/classroom-calming-corner/
https://www.mindful.org/mindfulness-in-education/
https://www.trepeducator.org/deescalation-microlearning

