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Trauma-Informed Guide for Working with Families Experiencing Homelessness 

This guide is an optional tool for schools, districts and Educational Service Centers (ESCs) to enhance staff capacity in working with students and families experiencing homelessness. 

Liaisons have a responsibility to ensure that school and district personnel receive training on how to identify and serve students experiencing homelessness. The following guide can be utilized as a professional development tool for administrators, teachers, and support staff on strategies and best practices for working with students and families experiencing homelessness with a trauma-informed lens. 

Additional Tools 

To help school and district personnel understand the commons signs of homelessness, download the Common Signs of Homelessness Rack Card (available on the Ohio Department of Education and Workforce’s Professional Development web page).























Trauma-Informed Guide for Working with Families Experiencing Homelessness 


Experiencing homelessness can be traumatic. Trauma can overwhelm one’s ability to manage emotions, build trusting relationships, and feel connected to the present. Because of this, students and families experiencing homelessness may have stressors that require special attention, understanding, and sensitivity.
 
Avoiding Triggers
A trauma trigger is anything that reminds an individual of a past trauma. Avoiding these triggers is key to engaging in productive and sensitive conversations with traumatized families. Common trauma triggers for families experiencing homelessness include:
· A sense of being ignored or not being heard;
· A sense of being disrespected;
· A sense of being viewed as wrong or incompetent;
· A sense of instability and inconsistency;
· a feeling of being threatened or pushed against a wall (literally or figuratively);
· The perception of being denied what they deserve or having things taken away;
· One too many requests or requirements; and
· Being touched.

Best Practices for Sensitive Conversations 

	Do
	Don’t

	· Conduct sensitive conversations in a private and comfortable space for the student.
· Assure families that they are welcome at your school and that you have their best interest in mind.
· Ask families about their needs. A good question to ask is, “How can we be of assistance to you? What would be helpful for you right now?”
· Focus on strengths, successes, and solutions. 
· Model good communication behavior by remaining calm and respectful; keep the conversation focused and moving toward solutions.
	· Use the word “homeless” or other stigmatizing language. Instead use person-first language such as “families experiencing housing instability.”
· Ignore the family’s interests and autonomy.
· Dismiss the worries and concerns of the family. 
· Shame or blame families for their current challenges. 
· Escalate situations in which a student or family member experiences a trauma response with your own reactions.
· Utilize harsh and punitive practices on students and parents, such as taking away privileges.


Responding to Trauma 
It’s important to be prepared to respond to trauma when working with students and families experiencing homelessness. The goal of trauma informed practices is to acknowledge the prevalence of trauma and avoid re-traumatization with all humans in your interactions. The chart below displays strategies for responding to trauma responses that you may encounter. 

	Trauma Response
	Considerations
	Strategies 

	Flight: Students and parents exhibiting this trauma response might:
· Be mistrustful;
· Leave the meeting;
· Be hesitant to talk/respond to outreach attempts; 
· Avoid certain subjects. 
	· Parents may fear having their children taken away.
· Students may fear being stigmatized by their peers. 
· Parents may bring a history of bad school experiences to their meeting with you.
	· Be honest and respectful in working with families and understand that building trust takes time.
· Acknowledge families’ fear and worries. Make sure you are being supportive, not dismissive.

	Fight: Students and parents exhibiting this trauma response might become:
· Physically or verbally aggressive;
· Confrontational. 

	· Parents are passionate about getting what’s best for their children.
· Parents and students may have experienced trauma and may struggle with managing their emotions and reactions. 
	· Remain calm and respectful.
· Center conversations on what is best for their children while acknowledging their passion. 
· If the conversation escalates, set boundaries; if necessary, take a break or set a time to continue the discussion later.

	Freeze: Students and parents exhibiting this trauma response might:
· Be difficult to get ahold of;
· Become passive or nonresponsive;
· Miss deadlines and meetings;
· Appear disengaged from the present.
	· Families are extremely overwhelmed and may struggle to follow through with expectations.
· Families are experiencing hopelessness. 
	· Acknowledge positive observations and strengths of the family. 
· Set goals and break them into attainable benchmarks to show progress.
· Extend deadlines when appropriate.
· Lead communications with an offered resource.
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