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Trauma-informed education: a case for compassion-focused  
teaching?
Aisling Culshaw and Kalum Bodfield

Liverpool John Moores University, Liverpool, UK

ABSTRACT
While education seeks to develop academic knowledge, there 
too lies the need for children and young people’s personal, 
social, emotional, and ethical needs to be met, to develop 
confidence and autonomy. With ongoing austerity and the 
closure of universal services such as Children Centres , there 
is an ever-increasing need for schools to become trauma 
informed, as they continue to gain recognition as a first line 
of defence against later mental health issues, warranting ear-
lier and more pervasive intervention and support. As a result, 
therapeutic approaches and teaching continue to converge in 
schools in varying capacities. Well-being and academic learn-
ing should be regarded in equal measure; however, the appli-
cation of standalone interventions raises the question of what 
needs to be considered for mental health and well-being to be 
authentically trauma informed and threaded into the culture 
and pedagogy of schools long term. This paper uses existing 
literature to examine the implications of trauma-informed 
education in developing a case for compassion-focused peda-
gogy in schools, considering the benefits and potential bar-
riers to its implementation
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While the core objectives of the British education system include economy, 
culture, and preparation for adult life (Department for Education, 2015), there 
too lies the need for ‘a paradigm of holism’ (Broekaert et al., 2011., p.11) in 
education, where children and young people’s personal, social, emotional, and 
ethical needs are addressed, to develop confidence and autonomy. The need to 
address learners’ well-being needs in education has been central to early child-
hood curricula since the inception of the Early Years Foundation Stage 
(Department for Education, 2012). However, momentum has increased in apply-
ing a more ‘trauma and compassion focused lens’ in older age phases of 
education in more recent years (Department for Education, 2021). One such 
example is the updated Behaviour in Schools document (Department for 
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Education, 2022a) where a shift in language used presents a more compassio-
nate and empathetic take on managing behaviour in schools.

A compassion-focused lens subscribes to Gilbert (2010) model of compas-
sion-focused therapy, where it was primarily created to support mental health 
problems that were primarily linked to feelings of extreme shame and self- 
criticism. The intent of the therapy was to help individuals replace such feelings 
with agency for compassion for themselves and others (Leaviss & Uttley, 2015). 
Gilbert (2010) defines compassion as a flow state, where compassion is culti-
vated from within, and then from others to others.

Since the wider application of compassion focused interventions in schools 
there has been overlap between therapeutic practices such as those seen in 
dialectical behaviour therapy whereby emotions are named and managed 
through regulation strategies (Swales & Heard, 2016) and education whereby 
a similar principle is used in emotion coaching (Gus et al., 2017) and attachment- 
aware school initiatives (Rose et al., 2019). Indeed, education often has inter-
ventions centred on therapeutic concepts such as attachment-aware schools 
(Emotionally Healthy Schools, 2019), trauma-informed schools (Trauma 
Informed Schools UK, 2023) and even mindfulness in schools (Mindfulness in 
Schools Project, 2023). The fundamental intent of these interventions is to 
implement strategies that ensure the relational and emotional health of all. 
While approaches such as these might positively address the needs of children 
beyond the academic learning of core academic subjects, such as increasing 
focus on children’s self-regulation skills, the informed creation and application 
of these practices require further examination. To complement holistic educa-
tion, well-being and academic learning must be regarded in equal measure. 
Research conducted in the last decade indicates that well-being is described as 
in tension with children’s academic achievement (Clarke, 2020), where signifi-
cant decreases in the well-being of children have been reported (Heller- 
Sahlgren, 2018). The application of well-being approaches as standalone inter-
ventions, such as those mentioned above, raises the question of what must be 
considered for a well-being focus to be authentically threaded into the culture 
and pedagogy of schools long term.

With ongoing austerity and the closure of universal services such as Children 
Centres (Bate & Foster, 2017), there is increasing recognition of schools being 
a first line of defence against later mental health issues or perhaps even 
a supportive tool in the mental health crisis in the United Kingdom, warranting 
earlier and more pervasive intervention and support (Lowry et al., 2022). As 
therapeutic approaches and teaching continue to converge further, it is impor-
tant to understand and explore the implication of trauma-informed education 
for the student body, the benefits to this approach and potential barriers to 
implementation.

Furthermore, as therapeutic practices, such as those described above, con-
tinue to lead the way for the management and support of adversity and trauma 
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in schools, it is important to explore how these practices may be further 
integrated and aligned to educational practice. Jazaieri (2018) denotes that 
the seeds of compassion exist within students, and it is the role of others, 
such as school staff to use the critical component of compassion to support 
therapeutic practices, or in education, a compassion-focused pedagogy. Given 
the recent demonstrated benefits of compassion-focused therapy in managing 
the impacts of trauma (Beaumont et al., 2016; Cowles et al., 2020; Lawrence & 
Lee, 2014), it is important to explore the notion of compassion-focused peda-
gogy and the role of compassion in trauma-informed practice within education.

Trauma-informed practice

Trauma-informed practice was borne from research in criminality, prison reform, 
and clinical psychology (Latimer et al., 2005). It is a way of working and 
responding to individuals with consideration of the interrelatedness of the 
role that trauma can play in human behaviour, cognition and affect. Indeed, 
research has consistently outlined that child and early adulthood experiences of 
trauma has significant implications for brain development (Carrion & Wong,  
2012; Williams, 2020), mental health (Felitti et al., 1998), emotional regulation 
(Carvalho Fernando et al., 2014) and behaviour (Berger, 2019). Despite the initial 
beginnings of this research, the key message of trauma-informed practice is 
applicable to many if not all people-facing services, specifically educational 
practice such as in schools.

The Good Childhood Report (2022) found that the likelihood of children and 
young people having a mental health concern has increased with one in six 
children likely to have a recognised mental health need. Conversely, even as the 
awareness of diverse needs and emotional well-being in education increases 
(Department for Education, 2021), the most applied response to managing 
behaviour in schools remains behaviourist, predominantly in the form of sanc-
tion-based discipline (Department for Education, 2022a). As already noted, there 
has been a shift in language and terminology used in the latest Behaviour in 
Schools document (Department for Education, 2022a); however, the policy 
guidance remains aligned to a reactive response to managing behaviour. The 
British school system is built upon leadership and governance structures 
(Department for Education, 2020) which resonate with Foucault’s (1984) 
power/knowledge concept and how those in power have authority to legitimize 
subjugation of others in society. Alongside policy guidance on behaviour man-
agement, schools are also subjected to bureaucratic and capitalist state inter-
ventions such as key performance indicators and the inspectorate (Kilinç et al.,  
2016).

School disciplinary policies and governance such as behaviour in schools, 
school exclusions, and behaviour principles (Department for Education, 2022b), 
rely on a hierarchical structure that focuses on reacting to challenging 
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behaviour rather than promoting positive behaviour. Systems, such as school 
behaviour management systems, are reinforced through indoctrinated practices 
that reproduce conformity and docility (Pathkeepers, 2016). Such policy docu-
mentation advocates for discipline to achieve success and promote the need for 
compliance or in Foucauldian terms, docile bodies (Foucault, 1977), to be 
deemed a ‘good’ student and subsequently successful in school.

Historically these practices in schools were physical, such as beatings or 
canings, or through shame, such as being assigned to wear the ‘dunce cap’ 
(Meda & Brunelli, 2018, p. 41). The act of disciplinary power through such 
practices held control, power, exclusion, and dominance (Foucault, 1977). 
While in the present day such behaviour management interventions as 
described above are outlawed in schools, the accepted approach of the dom-
inance and control of students by school staff remains current practice. 
A counterargument may be that this power hold must be obtained and retained 
to ensure children learn (Bennett, 2017). However, statistics on growing need 
(NHS Digital, 2022) call for the need to explore this power hold further to ensure 
inclusivity of every child and actively reduce hardship and inequalities in educa-
tion (Skovdal & Campbell, 2015). This is where the need for compassion-focused 
teaching strengthens.

Returning to Gilbert (2010) description of compassion-focused therapy as 
being a flow state which benefits all involved, this strengthens the need for 
school staff as well as students to feel supported within the school community. 
The existing policy guidance of education, such as those already mentioned, 
limits autonomy on the part of school staff. Indeed, as already mentioned, there 
is evidence of initiatives and approaches in education which are igniting alter-
native and more compassionate ways of supporting the well-being of children 
in schools. One such practice is trauma informed education. The approach 
spotlights the need to consider the potential impact of trauma and adversity 
on a person and the impact that can have on their holistic well-being, not only 
during the traumatic or adversarial event, but throughout their lives, such as in 
school. This awareness has increased in recent years (Felitti et al., 1998) and the 
need to involve these considerations in people-facing services, such as educa-
tion, continues to grow. The true figure of how many people experience adverse 
experiences is difficult to unveil as data collection relies on knowledge of the 
child’s background or an individual’s ability to make a disclosure; however, even 
so, the current statistics indicate that 48% of children and young people living in 
England have experienced one or more adverse childhood experiences (Young 
Minds, 2020).

Already noted, trauma informed practice has its origins in disciplines outside 
of education such as in criminality and prison reform (Latimer et al., 2005). 
Mullet (2014) discusses how the roots of trauma informed practice; in particular, 
the restorative justice element of this approach is rooted in ‘empathy-based 
philosophy’, (p.157). The aim of the approach is to focus on the relational nature 
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of behavior which is seen as challenging and work to address the need through 
understanding, reparation, and restoration. In criminality and prison reform, the 
approach is seen as non-adversarial, where wrongdoing is seen as a breach of 
trust rather than an offence (Drewery & Kecskemeti, 2010). It focuses on the 
respect of all involved.

Restorative justice, which is a prerequisite of trauma-informed practice 
(Lauridsen & Munkejord, 2022), continues to build momentum in social work 
and prison reform as well as in other disciplines such as education. There is 
much literature and studies that highlight the links between academic failure, 
such as low grades or experiences of exclusions, and the likelihood to enter the 
school-to-prison pipeline (McAra & McVie, 2010; Office for National Statistics,  
2023; Ou & Reynolds, 2010). When considering that restorative practice focuses 
on the relational nature of behaviour and seeks to help individuals to identify 
and understand the impact of their behaviour on themselves and others, it 
bears comparisons with compassion focused therapy and its aim of cultivating 
compassion through tackling inner feelings of shame and self-criticism. As such, 
the need to incorporate a compassion-focused pedagogy into education seems 
a probable fit.

Trauma informed practice has its foundations in safety and belonging 
(Bowlby et al., 1962; Zehr, 2002), whereas punitive practice perpetuates dom-
inance and power where the lack of feeling a sense of belonging and safety can 
instil fear and retaliation. Punitive behaviour management, such as school 
exclusions, has been highlighted as a risk factor to children later engaging in 
criminality in youth and adulthood (Timpson, 2019). Exclusions and subjection 
to punitive behaviour management increases for children who have experi-
enced Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) (Bell et al., 2021). Sherwood (2017) 
emphasises the importance of teacher’s understanding of the impact of adver-
sity on behaviour as this promotes understanding, ‘hope, optimism and calm’ in 
the classroom. Compassion-focused pedagogy aligns with core values of 
trauma-informed practice, which focuses on permeating positive relationships 
when there has been conflict, through effective school, ‘ethos, policies and 
procedures to reduce the possibility of such conflict and harm arising’, (Mc 
Cluskey, 2018., p.4). One key aspect required to allow for an authentic adoption 
of trauma informed practice is a compassionate workforce who are effectively 
trained and supported to not only support students but also themselves, ‘to 
ensure all members of the school community feel seen, heard, valued, and cared 
for’ (O’Toole & Dobutowitsch, 2023, p. 131).,

Compassion-focused teaching – the Current landscape

Compassion is a fundamental element of trauma-informed practice, and indeed 
an important construct of mental health literature, both in an educational and 
clinical setting (Winders et al., 2020). Indeed, compassion has been defined as 
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a trait within individuals ‘that aims to nurture, look after, teach, guide, mentor, 
sooth, protect, offer feelings of acceptance and belonging’ (Gilbert, 2010, p.217); 
qualities Welford and Langmead (2015) noted as pivotal to an educational 
setting. Indeed, like in clinical contexts, a compassion-focused lens focuses on 
giving students the opportunity to understand their behaviour and feelings 
through compassion and understanding, rather than shaming the child into 
desired behaviours. Compassion has been similarly defined by Beard et al. 
(2007) as an affective experience with ‘emotional labour’ being a key element 
of compassion. One of the most efficient treatments for individuals who have 
experienced trauma is compassion-focused therapy (CFT) and the fostering of 
self-compassion (Au et al., 2017; Beaumont et al., 2016; Cowles et al., 2020). 
A review by Welford and Langmead (2015) highlighted that as self-compassion 
leads to a greater connection with oneself, others and community, the school as 
a community hub is focal in driving and implementing this. Therefore, given the 
efficacy of compassion in dealing with psychological distress, it is of interest to 
determine if the principles of compassion and perhaps even compassion 
focused therapy as a therapeutic approach can be integrated into educational 
practice to improve student and staff well-being and outcomes.

The application of the principles of compassion to education is an emerging 
field and is gaining the interest of scholars and educationalists. Andrew et al. 
(2023) highlighted the burgeoning interest in compassionate pedagogy given 
the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic in recent years. However, there has 
been debate on whether compassion in education is even possible in the 
current landscape, despite the apparent need for it. For example, education in 
the UK is heavily influenced by neoliberal ideology as pointed out by Andrew 
et al. (2023). The bureaucratic focus of education and wider capitalist society 
emphasises the audited capital of achievement, performance, and grades to 
contribute to economic productivity which presides over the emotional capital 
of the experiences and feelings of those in the education system (Giroux, 2002,  
2014). The focus on performance metrics and achievement leads to 
a commodification of compassion as a secondary thought. Indeed, another 
potential rationale might be prospective threat associated with framing educa-
tional practice in an alternative way (Bodfield & Culshaw, 2023).

There are also interesting points raised from existing literature on as to what 
extent compassion is required in education and how it is incorporated. For 
example, Ecclestone and Hayes (2008) argue that a focus on therapeutic educa-
tion undermines student resilience and creates a co-dependency. 
A counterargument for this is, given that trauma will naturally occur during 
life through events such as bereavements and therefore propagate resilience, 
education should be as therapeutic as possible to reduce the risk of excessive 
exposure to trauma. A further critique of the application of a more compassio-
nate pedagogy is posited by Andrew et al. (2023) who question if the concept of 
resilience and empathy in education is patronising at best, assuming that 
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societal marginalisation and discrimination continues to exist. An interjection to 
this claim is the ‘disciplinary power’ which school create and uphold through 
hierarchical observation, normalising judgement, and examination (Foucault,  
1977). If a compassion focused pedagogy is adopted and reproduced in school, 
this can reproduce ‘normalising judgement’ (p.18). Considering this, compas-
sion should be considered fundamentally important in education.

It is important to note here that a compassionate pedagogy may seem at 
odds with neoliberalism in education and the existing pedagogy that is framed 
by performance measures; however, it can be partisan to a systemic approach of 
promoting positive relationships between students, colleagues, and others. 
A compassionate approach to education is about more than just pastoral 
practice and procedures, it is also about pedagogy and a teachers own practice. 
Thus, in practice, to behave compassionately in education requires two compo-
nents, an affective one of empathy and an action to work compassionately.

The need for and benefits of compassion in education

Since the pandemic and even before, research has demonstrated that the levels 
of stress and psychological distress is increasing in the UK student population 
across both mandatory, further and higher education (Hubbard et al., 2018; 
Wyatt & Oswalt, 2013). Indeed, given the wider social and cultural context at the 
time of writing this paper such as the cost-of-living crisis, the war in Ukraine and 
the long-term repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic, students and society 
are facing significant difficulties and upheaval. Due to this, increased levels of 
stress and distress is appropriate.

This acknowledgment of the appropriateness of distress as a response to 
situations is the cornerstone of compassion. In schools, compassion needs to be 
multi-faceted, involving compassion for students, teachers, senior leaders, par-
ents and all individuals involved in school life. Vandeyar and Swart (2016) peruse 
how compassion can be successfully embedded into pedagogy and posit that it 
requires a demolishment of polarised thinking and the adoption of an ‘episte-
mology of compassion’ (p.41) to create critical learners; and to become an active 
agent and role model that challenges the often-engrained mythical practices 
associated with teaching and learning.

Despite the apparent need for and benefits associated with compassion- 
focused teaching, adopting a compassionate pedagogy is not without its chal-
lenges. Specifically, the restriction of curriculum requirements such as the 
National Curriculum key stages (Department for Education, 2013) and the 
fatigue that individuals can face when working with traumatised individuals 
(O’Toole & Dobutowitsch, 2023). When subjected to such a restrictive system 
and with individuals who may have been exposed to trauma, it is of little 
surprise that educators find themselves experiencing compassion fatigue in 
greater numbers.
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Conclusion

To conclude, compassion-focused teaching appears at odds with the current 
bureaucratic landscape of education, and, as result might not be as highly 
regarded, or seen as important or productive as meeting key performance 
indicators or academic results. However, the need to feel safe and a sense of 
belonging is fundamental to an individual’s self-worth and ability to thrive, 
particularly for children in education. Therefore, compassion-focused pedagogy 
is well placed to consider the needs of all involved in the practice of educating 
children. From reviewing existing literature, conceptual links between compas-
sion and trauma are apparent, however an increase in the value of compassion- 
focused teaching in education will help to better validate its approach empiri-
cally. The current and ever-increasing governance structures and policies in 
education will remain, but the need to preserve and nurture intersectionality, 
uniqueness, and indeed humanism must be given concern in equal measure.
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