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Safe, Supported, and
Ready to Learn
Thousands of students carrying backpacks stream into
school every day. As a society we rely on school staff to
ensure that all children receive the education they need
to become healthy, productive citizens. The reality is that
some children bring more in their backpacks than last
night’s homework. These children come weighed down by
the impact of negative life experiences. Some of them are
abused or neglected. Others live with the loss of a parent.
Some witness violence at home or in their neighborhood.
These and other adverse childhood experiences (ACEs,
box 1)1 can compromise optimal brain development and
negatively affect children’s physical, emotional, behavioral,
social, and cognitive development. 2, 3
When ACEs are sustained over a long period of time, they
can result in toxic stress, 2 and, for some children, contribute
to Complex Trauma that can shake their sense of safety to
its core. 4 When children also live with the stress of poverty,
or experience bullying or harassment at school, the impact

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES1
Abuse
• Emotional
• Physical
• Sexual
Neglect
• Emotional
• Physical
Household Dysfunction
• Mother treated violently
• Household substance abuse
• Household mental illness
• Parental separation or divorce
• Incarcerated household member
Note: Other categories of ACEs have been studied in
subsequent research.
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BROUGHT TO YOU BY

®

©2014 Committee for Children | SecondStep.org

1

of ACEs can be amplified. But the violence, instability, and
neglect experienced by these children need not completely
jeopardize their ability to learn in school. 4 Schools can be a
sanctuary where all children—including those who need it
most—experience safety and support. And when children
feel safe and supported, they’re ready to learn. 5

Putting Safety and Support First
It’s well established that as humans we share basic
psychological needs for belonging, autonomy, and
competence.6, 7, 8 The need for belonging is met when we
have close, supportive relationships; the need for autonomy
is met when we have some influence and control over what
happens to us; the need for competence is met when we
feel capable and accomplished. Another basic need is that
of physical and emotional safety. In Maslow’s Hierarchy
of Needs, the need for safety is second only to our
physiological needs for food, water, and sleep. 9 Students
bring these basic psychological needs with them to school.
And if these needs are not met, they are less likely to
commit to the school’s values, norms, and rules.6 They’re
also less likely to feel motivated and able to concentrate
on learning.7, 10, 11
Meeting these basic psychological needs for students is an
essential pre-condition for learning6, 7, 8 and requires more
than a challenging curriculum, adequate supplies, or clean
facilities. It requires an environment of safety and support,
which also leads to students feeling more connected to
school.12 School Connectedness has been associated
with increased academic achievement and other positive
outcomes for children and youth. 5, 11–13 Students feeling
safe, supported, and connected to school contributes to a
positive School Climate.14 This in turn supports students’
motivation for and engagement in learning as well as staff
engagement in teaching. Feeling safe and supported is
even more important for students experiencing Traumatic
Stress (box 2) or other difficulties in their lives. 4 Given that
at least one in four students have experienced a traumatic

Complex Trauma
The problem of children’s exposure to
multiple or prolonged traumatic events
and the impact of this exposure on their
development42
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TRAUMATIC STRESS
Child traumatic stress occurs when children and
adolescents are exposed to traumatic events or traumatic
situations, and when this exposure overwhelms their
ability to cope with what they have experienced
Examples of traumatic events are:
• School shootings
• Gang-related violence in the community
• Terrorist attacks
• Natural disasters (for example, earthquakes, floods, or
hurricanes)
• Serious accidents (for example, motorcycle or car
crashes)
• Sudden or violent loss of a loved one
• Physical or sexual assault (for example, being beaten,
shot, or raped)43
BOX 2

event that can potentially affect their ability to learn,15
the clarion call for schools must be to put safety and
support first.

Feeling Safe
A student’s perception of school safety affects his or her
ability to learn. 5, 10, 14, 16 In a chapter on SEL in contemporary
schools, D. Osher and colleagues rank safety as the first
condition for learning, and describe it as being composed
of two facets: “Physical safety involves freedom from
physical harm and threats of harm; emotional safety refers
to freedom from bullying, harassment, and humiliation.”17
When students don’t experience safety in school, they’re
less able to focus in class10, 14 and less likely to take
academic risks.18
An unsafe school environment can also contribute to
increased absenteeism and decreased connectedness and
engagement in school and the learning process.11, 16, 19

School Connectedness
The belief by students that adults in the
school care about their learning as well as
about them as individuals13

School Climate
The conditions or quality of the learning
environment created and maintained by the
values, beliefs, interpersonal relationships,
and physical setting shared by individuals
within the school community14
2

On the other hand, when students feel emotionally and
physically safe in an environment that features mutual trust
and respect, they may feel more able to stretch themselves
academically and socially.18 For students struggling
with the effects of abuse, neglect, or other ACEs, the
experience of safety is even more essential for academic
success. The Toxic Stress Response (box 3) they may
have developed means that their brain and body are on
high alert and more likely to shift into survival mode at the
slightest provocation. 3, 20–22 In this state, higher order brain
functioning is put on hold to devote resources to the flight,
fight, or freeze response. 21, 22 Feeling safe in school can help
quell this persistent state of fear and move students who
have experienced trauma toward the calm state necessary
for learning. 4

Feeling Supported
According to research, school safety is strengthened
when students feel supported by adults in the school
community.11, 16 Osher and colleagues’ second condition for
learning, support, can be described as the experience of
feeling cared about, well-treated, and accepted.5 In schools
where students experience adult support, the benefits
are many, including: improved engagement in school and
learning,13, 23 more positive academic attitudes and values,14
increased academic achievement,14, 18 fewer disciplinary
problems,16 and a greater ability to overcome negative life
experiences.14 In addition, adult support together with high
expectations prove a powerful combination for boosting
students’ academic performance.14, 18

TOXIC STRESS RESPONSE
A toxic stress response can occur when a child
experiences strong, frequent, and/or prolonged
adversity—such as physical or emotional abuse, chronic
neglect, caregiver substance abuse or mental illness,
exposure to violence, and/or the accumulated burdens
of family economic hardship—without adequate adult
support. This kind of prolonged activation of the stress
response systems can disrupt the development of brain
architecture and other organ systems, and increase the
risk for stress-related disease and cognitive impairment,
well into the adult years.3
BOX 3

experiences. Further, the opportunity to develop meaningful
relationships with caring adults is especially important for
children exposed to trauma. 4

Finding Sanctuary

A safe and supportive learning
environment can help make school a
place where children want to come
each day.

Providing a safe and supportive school environment for all
students creates a sanctuary in which they can learn and
develop to their potential as students. 24, 25 Research shows
that students who learn in an environment in which they
feel safe, supported, respected, and connected are less
likely to use alcohol, tobacco, and other drugs; be absent
from school; engage in disruptive behaviors; experience
emotional distress; or initiate sexual relations at an early
age.13, 26 Fighting, bullying, and vandalism also decrease
in schools where students are more connected. 27, 28 For
students dealing with ACEs and toxic stress, the sanctuary
afforded by a safe and supportive learning environment can
be especially beneficial. Research shows that a safe and
supportive learning environment can help buffer the effects
of ACEs and other negative experiences, making school a
place where children want to come each day. 26, 29

There’s no question that relationships between adults
and students in schools matter greatly. When schools are
committed to engendering positive, trusting relationships
between staff and students, they are one step closer
to providing the support necessary for all students to
be successful, especially those affected by adverse

Recent school discipline guidelines released in 2014 by the
US Department of Education also speak to the importance
of a safe and supportive school environment. 30 Citing the
overuse of suspensions, expulsions, and zero-tolerance
policies as ineffective and harmful discipline practices, the
new federal guidelines ask schools to revise their discipline
policies and practices to be more conducive to fostering
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a safe and supportive environment. They describe safety
and supports as complementary forces, both integral
components of positive, productive learning environments.
The guidelines also promote fair and effective discipline
practices that include a focus on prevention and behavior
change rather than harsh punishments as a crucial strategy
for achieving the overall goal of a safe and supportive
learning environment. Research shows that fair, consistent,
and supportive discipline practices help promote student
connectedness,12 whereas harsh and punitive practices
lower connectedness.13 This is important for children with
behaviors associated with trauma (such as aggression,
defiance, reactivity, and withdrawal), which might be
misunderstood in an academic setting and when met with
harsh consequences possibly result in re-traumatization. 4
Therefore, supportive discipline practices are a key for
realizing the promise of a safe and supportive learning
environment, a sanctuary where all students are more
ready to learn.

Creating a Safe and Supportive
Learning Environment
It’s clear that schools must be safe and supportive places
in order for all students to benefit most from learning.
What’s less clear is how to make this happen given current
educational conditions. Overloaded with initiatives and
lacking sufficient funding, many schools may struggle to
add changing the school climate to their already long list
of to-dos. It sounds like a big task—and it is—but as with
any task there is a starting point and small steps along
the way. By focusing on strategies essential for a safe
and supportive learning environment—basically preparing
the soil—schools will soon find they have ample fertile
ground from which a safe and supportive environment
can grow. Social-emotional learning is one such strategy
and a promising place to start when creating a safe and
supportive learning environment.

Starting with Social-Emotional
Learning
Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) is fast becoming
recognized as a key ingredient for school and life
success. 31, 32 A recent meta-analysis found that students
participating in SEL programs showed significant gains in
SEL skills, attitudes, and behaviors, as well as academic
achievement. 31 Educators across the nation acknowledge
the benefits of SEL in schools and agree that teaching
students social-emotional skills is a necessary and valuable
component of their education. 33
Osher and colleagues name SEL as the third condition
for learning and contend that, “although distinct from
safety, schools in which most students have strong SEL
skills are likely to be safer than those where those skills
are absent.”34 That schools implementing SEL programs
feature greater school safety can be attributed in part to

97

%

of teachers across America
say SEL will benefit students
from all backgrounds.
Source: The Missing Piece, a report for CASEL

the improved relationships socially-emotionally competent
students experience with their peers and teachers. For
example, students who participate in SEL programs have
more positive attitudes toward themselves and others,
show more positive social behaviors in school, and have
fewer conduct problems. 31 This results in greater school
connectedness, 35 which helps keep students safe and out
of trouble.
School connectedness is also enhanced when students
feel supported and respected by their teachers in wellmanaged classrooms;36 and the task of effective classroom
management is easier for teachers with socially and
emotionally competent students. The US Department
of Education also outlines the promotion of SEL as an
action step to help schools build a safe and supportive
environment. 37

Social-Emotional Learning
The systematic development of a core set of social and emotional skills that help children handle life challenges more effectively and thrive
in both their learning and their social environments31
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Implementing an SEL program for all students is also the
universal-level support strategy recommended when
creating a trauma-sensitive school. 38 A trauma-sensitive
school is one in which all students feel safe, welcomed,
and supported and where addressing trauma’s impact
on learning on a schoolwide basis is at the center of the
educational mission. 20 Students who have experienced
trauma may struggle with the emotional, behavioral, and
attentional regulation required to learn in the classroom. 4

by trauma and negative life events. Students coping with
trauma need school to be a sanctuary, a place where
they feel physically and emotionally safe and buoyed by
positive relationships with supportive adults. When the
most vulnerable students experience school as a safe
and supportive learning environment—one in which they
feel welcome and respected, engaged and connected,
challenged and valued—then it’s likely all students will feel
safe and supported, too. And when students feel safe and
supported, they’re ready to learn.

However, when schools implement SEL programs,
the skills students learn, such as perspective-taking,
emotion-management, and problem-solving, can help
address the skills gaps experienced by children who have
been traumatized and improve their ability to benefit
from instruction.

All Students Ready to Learn
All students come to school with basic psychological needs
for belonging, autonomy, competence, and safety. Preconditions for learning, these needs are best met through
the creation of a safe and supportive environment. Schools
can start building an environment of safety and support
by implementing a social-emotional learning program that
includes content to increase student protection, prevent
bullying, and promote safety. Feeling safe and supported
at school is especially important for students affected
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Second Step for Early Learning Through Grade 8

Social-Emotional Learning

Bullying Prevention Unit

Child Protection Unit

Early Learning–Grade 8

Kindergarten–Grade 5

Early Learning–Grade 5

Creating a Safe and Supportive School
with Second Step
By integrating social-emotional learning with bullying
prevention and child protection, we’ve formed a
cohesive foundation for learning.
Committee for Children’s Second Step program is one of
the most widely used SEL programs in the United States.
The universal, classroom-based program promotes the
development of students’ social-emotional competence
and Self-Regulation Skills. Students with these skills are
better able to maintain healthy relationships with peers and
adults and have more coping strategies to manage stressful
situations.18 When all students in a school are learning and
practicing SEL skills, it helps create a climate of socialemotional safety. 39
The Second Step Bullying Prevention Unit and Child
Protection Unit both feature additional research-based
prevention and intervention components—including training
and resources for school staff, classroom lessons and
activities, and materials for families.
The Bullying Prevention Unit used in combination with
Second Step SEL can help change a school’s ecology

to decrease bullying and create a safer, more respectful
learning environment. This is especially important for
students dealing with trauma, for whom a calm school
environment with no bullying or teasing is recommended. 4
Preventing bullying is also important for these students
since being victimized at home or in the community puts
them at risk for further victimization. 40
Likewise, implementing the Child Protection Unit alongside
Second Step SEL can help schools strengthen the layers
of protection, safety, and support all students need to have
in place before they can learn. For students experiencing
trauma, adults who will intervene when necessary and
provide support during the healing process are especially
critical. These students can’t recover if the trauma is still
happening, and when it does stop, healing is bolstered
when students feel safe with and supported by the adults
on whom they rely. 41 The Child Protection Unit, together
with Second Step SEL, also prepares staff to help children
dealing with trauma learn to regulate their emotions, a key
strategy for diminishing trauma symptoms and helping
these children reach their full academic potential. 4

Self-Regulation Skills
The ability to monitor and manage feelings, thoughts, and behavior44, 45

©2014 Committee for Children

| SecondStep.org

6

References
1. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). (2013). Adverse childhood experiences (ACE) study: Prevalence of
individual adverse childhood experiences. Retrieved from http://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/acestudy/ prevalence.html
2. Middlebrooks, J. S., & Audage, N. C. (2008). The effects of childhood stress on health across the lifespan.
Atlanta, GA: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Injury Prevention and Control. Retrieved from
http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/pub-res/pdf/childhood_stress.pdf
3. National Scientific Council on the Developing Child. (2005/2014). Excessive stress disrupts the architecture of the
developing brain: Working paper 3. Updated Edition. Retrieved from http://developingchild.harvard.edu/index.php/resources/
reports_and_working_papers/working_papers/wp3/
4. Cole, S. F., O’Brien, J. G., Gadd, M. G., Ristuccia, J., Wallace, D. L., & Gregory, M. (2005). Helping traumatized children learn:
Supportive school environments for children traumatized by family violence. Boston, MA: Massachusetts Advocates for
Children.
5. Osher, D., Sprague, J., Weissberg, R. P., Axelrod, J., Keenan, S., Kendziora, K., & Zins, J. E. (2003). A comprehensive
approach to promoting social, emotional, and academic growth in contemporary schools. In A. Thomas & J. Grimes (Eds.),
Best Practices in School Psychology V, Volume 4, (pp. 1–16). Bethesda, MD: National Association of School Psychologists
(NASP) Publications.
6. Learning First Alliance. (2001). Every child learning: Safe and supportive schools. Washington, DC: Learning First Alliance.
Retrieved from http://www.learningfirst.org/sites/default/les/assets/LFASafeSupportiveSchoolsReport.pdf
7. Ryan, R. R., & Deci, E. L. (2000). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivations: Classic definitions and new directions. Contemporary
Educational Psychology, 25, 54–67.
8. Schaps, E. (2003a). The heart of a caring school. Educational leadership, 60(6), 31–33.
9. Maslow, A. H. (1943). Theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50, 370–396.
10. Lacoe, J. R. (2013). Too scared to learn? The academic consequences of feeling unsafe at school. Working paper #0213. New York: Institute for Education and Social Policy (IESP). Retrieved from http://steinhardt.nyu.edu/iesp/featured/IESP_
Working_Paper_02-13
11. Thapa, A., Cohen, J., Higgins-D’Allesandro, A., & Guffey, S. (2012). School climate research summary: August 2012.
School Climate Brief, 3, 1–21. Retrieved from http://www.schoolclimate.org/climate/documents/policy/sc-brief-v3.pdf
12. Blum, R. (2005a). School connectedness: Improving the lives of students. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Bloomberg
School of Public Health. Retrieved from http://www.jhsph.edu/research/centers-and-institutes/military-child-initiative/
resources/MCI_Monograph_FINAL.pdf
13. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). (2009). School connectedness: Strategies for increasing protective
factors among youth. Atlanta, GA: US Department of Health and Human Services. Retrieved from http://www.cdc.gov/
healthyyouth/protective/pdf/connectedness.pdf

©2014 Committee for Children

| SecondStep.org

7

14. Austin, G., O’Malley, M., & Izu, J. (2011). Making sense of school climate: Using the California school climate, health, and
learning (Cal-SCHLS) survey system to inform your school improvement efforts. Los Alamitos, CA: WestEd. Retrieved from
http://californias3.wested.org/resources/S3_schoolclimateguidebook_nal.pdf
15. Briggs-Gowan, M. J., Ford, J. D., Fraleigh, L., McCarthy, K., & Carter, A. S. (2010). Prevalence of exposure to potentially
traumatic events in a healthy birth cohort of very young children in the northeastern United States. Journal of Traumatic
Stress, 23, 725–733.
16. Steinberg, M. P., Allensworth, E., & Johnson, D. W. (2013, January). What conditions jeopardize and support safety in urban
schools? The influence of community characteristics, school composition, and school organizational practices on student
and teacher reports of safety in Chicago. Paper presented at the Closing the School Discipline Gap: Research to Practice
National Conference, Washington, DC.
17. Osher et al., 2003, p. 2.
18. Osher, D., Kendziora, K., & Chinen, M. (2008). Student connection research: Final narrative report to the Spencer
Foundation (Grant No. 200700169). Washington, DC: American Institutes for Research.
19. Cornell, D. G., & Mayer, M. J. (2010). What do school order and safety matter? Educational Researcher, 39(1), 7–15.
20. Cole, S. F., Eisner, A., Gregory, M., & Ristuccia, J. (2013). Helping traumatized children learn: Creating and advocating for
trauma-sensitive schools. Boston, MA: Massachusetts Advocates for Children.
21. Teicher, M. H. (2003). The neurobiological consequences of early stress and childhood maltreatment. Neuroscience &
Biobehavioral Reviews, 27(1–2), 33–44.
22. Wolpow, R., Johnson, M. M., Hertel, R., Kincaid, S. O. (2011). The heart of learning and teaching: Compassion,
resiliency, and academic success. Olympia, WA: Washington State Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction
(OSPI) Compassionate Schools. Retrieved from http://www.k12.wa.us/CompassionateSchools/pubdocs/
TheHeartofLearningandTeaching.pdf
23. Klem, A. M., & Connell, J. P. (2004). Relationships matter: Linking teacher support to student engagement and
achievement. Journal of School Health, 74(7), 262–273.
24. Bloom, S. (1995). Creating sanctuary in the school. Journal for a Just and Caring Education, I(4), 403–433.
25. Stanwood, H., & Doolittle, G. (2004). Schools as sanctuaries. Reclaiming Children & Youth, 13(3), 169–172.
26. Blum, R.W. (2005b). A case for school connectedness. The Adolescent Learner, 62(7), 16–20.
27. Schaps, E. (2003b). The role of supportive school environments in promoting academic success. Sacramento, CA:
California Department of Education Press.
28. Wilson, D., & Elliot, D. (2003, June). The interface of school climate and school connectedness: An explanatory
review and study. Paper presented at the Wingspread Conference on School Connectedness: Strengthening Health and
Educational Outcomes for Teens, Racine, WI.

©2014 Committee for Children

| SecondStep.org

8

29. Ozer, E. J., & Weinstein, R. S. (2004). Urban adolescents’ exposure to community violence: The role of support, school
safety, and social constraints in a school-based sample of boys and girls. Journal of Clinical Child Adolescent Psychology,
33(3), 463–476.
30. Department of Education. (2014). Guiding principles: A resource guide for improving school climate and discipline.
Washington, DC: Department of Education. Retrieved from http://www2.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/school-discipline/guidingprinciples.pdf
31. Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., Dymnicki, A. B., Taylor, R. D., & Schellinger, D. B. (2011). The impact of enhancing students’
social and emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-based universal interventions. Child Development, 82(1), 405–
432.
32. Jones, S. M., & Bouffard, S. M. (2012). Social and emotional learning in schools: From programs to strategies. Social
Policy Report, 26(4), 1–33.
33. Bridgeland, J., Bruce, M., & Hariharan, A. (2013). The missing piece: A national teacher survey on how social emotional
learning can empower children and transform schools. A report for the Collaborative for Social and Academic Learning
(CASEL), Civic Enterprises, and Peter D. Hart Research Associates. Retrieved from http://static.squarespace.com/
static/513f79f9e4b05ce7b70e9673/t/526a2589e4b01768fee91a6a/1382688137983/the-missing-piece.pdf
34. Osher et al., 2003, p. 3.
35. Wilson, D. (2004). The interface of school climate and school connectedness and relationships with aggression and
victimization. Journal of School Health, 74(7), 293–299.
36. McNeely, C., & Falci, C. (2004). School connectedness and the transition into and out of health-risk behavior among
adolescents: A comparison of social belonging and teacher support. Journal of School Health, 74(7), 284–292.
37. Department of Education, 2014, p. 7.
38. Chris Blodgett, Director of the Child and Family Research Unit, Washington State University, personal communication,
July 5, 2012.
39. Cohen, J., McCabe, E. M., Michelli, N. M., & Pickerall, T. (2009). School climate: Research, policy, practice, and teacher
education. Teachers College Record, 11(1), 180–213.
40. Finkelhor, D., Ormrod, R. K., & Turner, H. A. (2007). Poly-victimization: A neglected component in child victimization.
Child Abuse and Neglect, 31, 7–26.
41. Downey, L. (2007). Calmer classrooms: A guide to working with traumatized children. Melbourne, Australia: State of
Victoria, Child Safety Commissioner. Retrieved from http://www.ccyp.vic.gov.au/childsafetycommissioner/ downloads/
calmer_classrooms.pdf
42. National Child Traumatic Stress Network Complex Trauma Taskforce. (2003). Complex trauma in children and
adolescents. Los Angeles, CA & Durham, NC: National Center for Child Traumatic Stress.

©2014 Committee for Children

| SecondStep.org

9

43. National Child Traumatic Stress Network. Defining trauma and child traumatic stress. Retrieved from
http://www. nctsnet.org/content/defining-trauma-and-child-traumatic-stress
44. Barkley, R. A. (2004). Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder and self-regulation: Taking an evolutionary perspective
on executive functioning. In R. F. Baumeister & K. D. Vohs (Eds.), Handbook of self-regulation: Research, theory, and
applications (pp. 301–323). New York, NY: Guilford Press.
45. McClelland, M. M., Ponitz, C. C., Messersmith, E. E., & Tominey, S. (2010). Self-regulation: The integration of cognition
and emotion. In W. Overton (Ed.), Handbook of lifespan human development, Vol. 4. Cognition, biology, and methods (pp.
509–533). Hoboken, NJ: Wiley.

©2014 Committee for Children

| SecondStep.org | Second Step is a registered trademark of Committee for Children

10

