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Trauma - Informed Sex Education

Trauma is not necessarily about the 

physical experience, but how the 

person's brain and body interprets 

that experience. 



• Bullying

• Neglect

• Physical or sexual assault

• Physical abuse

• Sexual abuse

• Domestic violence

Traumatic Experiences

• Natural disasters

• Serious accidents

• Hospitalization

• Sudden or violent loss of a 

loved one

• Wars and other forms of 

political violence

• School shootings

• Gang-related violence in the community

• Microaggressions

• Lived experiences - racism, sexism, 

poverty, homophobia, transphobia, 

xenophobia



Traumatic Experiences

There is a common misconception 

that trauma is a one-time 

occurrence. 



Defining Trauma

Acute – Single traumatic event

Chronic -Multiple traumatic events

Complex – Multiple traumatic events, usually

caused by primary caregiver causing more

complex symptoms



SAMHSA Definition of Trauma

“…experiences that cause intense physical and psychological stress 

reactions. It can refer to a single event, multiple events, or a set of 

circumstances that is experienced by an individual as physically 

and emotionally harmful or threatening and that has lasting 

adverse effects on the individual’s physical, social, emotional, or 

spiritual well-being.” 

(Spring, 2014)

Defining Trauma



Bad things that happen in 

life…. 

that have a potentially lasting 

impact.

Defining Trauma



Impacts of Trauma



Implications of Trauma in the Classroom

Behavioral issues

Distracted from learning

Bullying or being bullied

Fear of confinement

Absences

Substance use

Hyper-sexual

Aggressive

Re-traumatization

Withdrawn 

We go into classrooms assuming we will probably see 

at least one person who has had one of these 

experiences.  



Trauma not considered in the design of most sex education program/resources

Many approach teaching/talking about sexuality with youth is steeped in shame, danger and 

risk

Program with a heavy abstinence focus may be sex shaming

Refusal skills focus on denying sexual advances, putting the responsibility and potential blame 

on the person instead of a focus on consent

Most sex education does not address LGBT, sexual assault, sex trafficking, porn or sexual 

harassment

Typical Sex Education



Key Learning

The impacts of trauma and the possibility of re-

traumatization can impact a young person’s 

experience in the classroom. 

Understanding the nature, range of 

experiences, and impacts of trauma are 

essential to effective, trauma-informed 

facilitation.



A Trauma - Informed Approach



to know that they can trust you, that you won't judge them, and that you will be 
transparent with them about what to expect. 
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to feel physically and emotionally safe in your classroom.  They need to know that 
they will be treated with respect and that you "have their back" if a situation arises.

peer support; this helps with healing and skill-building.

Students who have experienced trauma need...

a collaborative approach to sex education, to help them exercise some power to direct 
their educaiton.

your help to use their voice and make choices as much as possible when it comes to the 
way that topics are discussed or activities are processed. 

you to keep in mind the cultural, historical, and gender issues that can impact the 
likelihood that someone has experience trauma and their response to it.



You probably are doing this

You can do this



Components of a Trauma 
Informed Approach

• Safety

• Trustworthiness / Transparency

• Peer Support

• Collaboration and Mutuality

• Empowerment, Voice and Choice

• Cultural, Historical and Gender 

Issues



Creating physical and emotional safety in the classroom

• Free of judgment and shame

• Affirming healthy sexuality

• Affirming of diversity

Strategies:

• Group agreements

Safety



When adults show transparency with youth in a sex education 

program, it builds trust, and this also reinforces safety.

• Develop authentic, judge-free relationships during the program

• Know what content will be covered in the program overall

• Know what to generally expect during each session

• Keep students apprised of what is coming next

Strategies

• Be upfront about confidentiality and reporting

Trustworthiness / Transparency



Allowing young people to take an active role in supporting one another 

is key to building safety and trust in the classroom.

• For youth who have experienced trauma, helping one another learn 

and grow can be beneficial to their own growth and healing

Strategies

• Give youth opportunities to pose discussion                                                 

questions

Peer Support



Trauma survivors have most likely experienced a loss of power related to 

the trauma.

• Seek to equalize power differences

• Help youth take ownership of their learning experiences

• Sex ed EBPs or curriculum-based programs can make collaborations 

between youth and adults tougher, but not impossible. They might not 

have a say in all aspects of the program but allowing for and answering 

questions throughout is a work-around.

Strategies

• View sessions as an ongoing conversation

Collaboration and Mutuality



All participants should feel empowered in a sexuality education program.

Educators 

• should help youth build on their strengths and experiences vs. focus on problems

• need to understand the power differentials between youth and adults

• need to make room for young people’s voices

⚬ actively involve them in decision making about issues that will affect them

⚬ support them in developing self-advocacy skills

Strategies

• Recognize youth as experts

Empowerment, Voice & Choice



It is important for educators to have some knowledge of cultural, gender, and 

historical issues that might be relevant to the experiences of youth participating 

in the program.

• Understand how historical traumas may be affecting youth people’s sexual health 
decision making and behavior

• Examine and move past cultural stereotypes and biases based on race, class, 

ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender identity, religion, geography, etc.

Strategies:

• Consider youth's choices - in the context of their experiences, 

not yours.

Cultural, Historical & Gender Issues



Processing

How familiar were these strategies?  Were there any that were new to you?

⚬ Safety

⚬ Trustworthiness/Transparency

⚬ Peer Support

⚬ Collaboration and Mutuality

⚬ Empowerment, Voice, and Choice

⚬ Cultural, Historical, and Gender Issues





How is being trauma-
informed and being 

inclusive related?



Creating Trauma-Informed 
Content

• Let's share how to be more trauma-

informed and inclusive.

• Click here to participate: 

bit.ly/36V7UHl



Considering the classroom and beyond...

Trauma-Informed Classroom Initiatives

Have an agenda that is visible and read aloud each day, and end program with 
highlights of next class

Have a predictable way of opening and closing your sessions and check in to see 
how students are feeling

Ask for group input when answering questions

Allow students to step out of the room if they need to

Discuss disclosure and what that might mean for information they share with you

Ask students what they know about the content before you start

Be prepared for students to use their right to pass and be prepared to handle any 
disclosures and group reactions



Considering the classroom and beyond...

Inclusive Classroom Initiatives 

(that are also trauma-informed)

Take time to read surveys aloud

Use closed-captioning with videos when you can for students hard of hearing for for 
those who struggle with word processing

Use sex positive language

Allow students the space to fidget, stand, or doodle - as long as it is not a 
distraction to others in the class

Use gender inclusive language

Show various perspectives in class and mind your materials for race, gender, 
sexuality, religion, ability, etc. 



Understand that the 

knowledge youth have 

and the information they 

need may be different

Reminder



Key Learning

Facilitating a trauma-informed approach will 

reduce the chances of re-traumatizing your 

students and help to create compassionate, 

resiliency-focused classrooms.



Some of what we are doing at M&BPN....



Group contract that we add to as 

we go  

We moved all of our evaluations to 

Google forms when virtual and kept 

them there

We moved our role-play 

to comic strips on Google 

forms when virtual and 

kept them there

Some of what we are doing at M&BPN....



We moved all of our 

presentations to Canva and use 

inclusive and calming pictures 

and graphics

We provide coloring sheets and 

markers to our alternative groups in 

after-school or lunch settings 

We created study guides 

that follow PowerPoint 

slides 

Some of what we are doing at M&BPN....



We continue to use different 

apps in programs

We provide content warnings 

in addition to the agenda, 

when needed

We removed gender 

language where we can, 

focus on anatomy, and 

make no assumptions

Some of what we are doing at M&BPN....



We have a dedicated Facebook 

page for parents/caregivers of 

teens

We have a dedicated 

Instagram page for teens

Some of what we are doing at M&BPN....

We branded our department 

separately from the agency





Beyond the Classroom
Being Trauma-Informed and inclusive is an evergrowing mindset.

As we continue to build our trauma-informed and inclusive practices, 

our framework and mindset become a part of our everyday habits 

and workflows beyond the classroom.

Takeaway challenge: How can you expand the safe and inclusive 

environment of your classroom into your staff meetings, 

workspaces, and beyond?



Alicia Beekman

Director of Youth Services
abeekman@mothersandbabies.org 

Let's Connect




