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THE SCENE
Marcus, 9th Grade — Monday Morning

🔥 "HE JUST HAS AN ATTITUDE PROBLEM"

Dad was arrested Friday 
night. Marcus has been up 

since 4am. He hasn't eaten. 
He's terrified and has 

nowhere to put it — so he 
puts it on you.

🎒 What's In The 
Backpack

📋
Marcus slams his backpack down, 
crosses his arms, and refuses to take 
out his materials. When the teacher 
says "Marcus, get started," he replies: 
"I don't even care about this class." His 
eyes are red. He smells like he didn't 
sleep.

DROPOUT LINK: ACADEMIC FAILURE + DISCIPLINE PUSHOUT + LACK OF BELONGING



EDUCATOR RESPONSE

HOW YOU SHOW UP MATTERS⚡

🛠 EDUCATOR TOOL: THE 2×10 STRATEGY

Spend 2 minutes, for 10 consecutive days, having a personal conversation with the student — not about 
academics. Research shows this single intervention dramatically reduces behavioral disruptions and 
builds the trust that keeps students in school.



THE SCENE
Angelica, 11th Grade — Third Period

😴 "SHE NEVER PARTICIPATES."

Angelica is the primary caretaker 
for her mother who has MS. She's 
up at 5am getting siblings ready. 
School feels like a luxury she can't 
afford mentally — but she keeps 
showing up. That matters.

🎒 What's In The 
Backpack

📋
Angelica puts her head down the 
moment she sits. She's not 
disrupting anyone — so teachers 
leave her alone. She hasn't turned 
in work in three weeks. Her grade 
is a 12%. Counselor notes say 
"unmotivated." She's been 
referred for tardiness twice.

DROPOUT LINK: DISENGAGEMENT + MENTAL HEALTH + LACK OF BELONGING



EDUCATOR RESPONSE

EMPATHY OVER DISCIPLINE⚡

🛠 EDUCATOR TOOL: FLEXIBLE ENGAGEMENT MENU

Offer 3 ways to participate: verbal, written, or visual. Let students submit work in segments. 
Don't require eye contact or raised hands as participation metrics. Create a "no-judgment 
late work" window for students showing distress signals.



THE SCENE
Diana, 7th Grade — Quiz Day

😭 "SHE CRIES AT EVERYTHING"

Diana’s parents announced 
divorce last week. She's 

convinced she's failing at 
everything — home, friendships, 
school. That 58 confirmed her 
worst belief about herself. This 

isn't about a quiz.

🎒 What's In The 
Backpack

📋
The teacher hands back a quiz. 
Diana sees her grade — a 58 — 
and immediately begins crying. 
Quietly at first, then visibly 
shaking. A classmate says "she's 
so dramatic." Diana gets up and 
walks out without a pass. There 
are 29 other students waiting.

DROPOUT LINK: DISENGAGEMENT + MENTAL HEALTH + ACADEMIC FAILURE



EDUCATOR RESPONSE

REGULATE BEFORE YOU EDUCATE⚡

🛠 EDUCATOR TOOL: PRE-ESTABLISHED SAFE SIGNALS

Work with students individually to create a private "safety signal" — a card flip, a hand gesture, or a 
sticky note color — that means "I need a regulated moment without attention." Prepare a cool-down 
corner or pass system in advance so dysregulated students have dignity-preserving options.



THE SCENE
Javier, 10th Grade — 27 Absences

🪑 "HE’S NEVER HERE ANYWAY"

Javier works 30 hours a week at a 
warehouse to help his family pay 

rent. He comes to school when he 
can. Every cold reception when he 
returns chips away at his reason to 

keep trying.

🎒 What's In 
The Backpack

📋
Javier shows up after missing a week. The teacher says "You 
missed the test. There are no makeups." Another teacher says 
"You're going to fail this semester at this rate." No one asks 
why he was gone. He puts his head down and counts the 
minutes until he can leave for good.

DROPOUT LINK: FAMILY CRISIS + FINANCIAL HARDSHIP + DISCIPLINE PUSHOUT



EDUCATOR RESPONSE

EVERY RETURN IS A WIN⚡

🛠 EDUCATOR TOOL: THE WELCOME-BACK PROTOCOL

Every student who returns after extended absence gets: (1) A warm, private greeting, (2) A 
no-fault summary of missed content, (3) A reasonable timeline for catch-up, (4) A check-in 
from a trusted adult within 48 hours. Make returning easier than leaving.



THE SCENE
Samantha, 8th Grade — Hallway

💥 "SHE'S ALWAYS FIGHTING"

Samantha grew up in a home where you had to fight to be 
safe. Their nervous system learned that conflict = danger = 
act fast. They’re not being aggressive — they’re surviving. 
School never felt safe enough to unlearn that.

🎒 What's In 
The Backpack

📋 Samantha is in their third altercation this 
semester. Each time, they escalate instantly 
— zero to explosion. They’ve been 
suspended twice. The principal says "one 
more and your gone." Nobody has asked 
why they’re hypervigilant. Nobody has 
noticed they flinch at loud sounds.

DROPOUT LINK: DISCIPLINE PUSHOUT + LACK OF BELONGING + COMMUNITY VIOLENCE



EDUCATOR RESPONSE

SAFETY BEFORE ACCOUNTABILITY⚡

🛠 EDUCATOR TOOL: RESTORATIVE CIRCLES + NERVOUS SYSTEM MAPPING

Before another suspension, implement a Restorative Circle: bring impacted parties together to name harm 
and repair it. Separately, work with the school counselor to map Tamara's fight triggers and create a personal 
de-escalation plan she helps design. Agency reduces reactivity.



FROM PUNITIVE TO PURPOSEFUL
SHIFTING THE QUESTION CHANGES THE OUTCOME

🎒 Remember: 
"Get yo’ hand out 

my backpack" 
means — stop 

rummaging through 
pain you're not 

equipped to handle, 
and start building 

the skills to respond 
to it with dignity.



4 TOOLS. REAL IMPACT.
EVIDENCE-BASED STRATEGIES THAT INTERRUPT THE DROPOUT CYCLE



Building Closeness

1. If you could invite 
anyone in the world to 
visit our class, who 
would it be?

2. Would you like to be 
well-known for 
something? What would 
it be?

Fostering Greater 
Intimacy

1. If you could know the 
truth about one thing 
in your life or future, 
what would you want 
to find out?

2. Is there something 
you've always wanted 
to try? What's holding 
you back?

Deepening Emotional 
Intimacy

1. Who is the most 
important person in 
your life?

2. What would you 
most regret not 
having said if you 
suddenly couldn’t 
talk to anyone 
again? Why haven’t 
you said it yet?

2 x 10 RELATIONSHIP STRATEGY

DAY 1 - 4 DAY 5 - 8 BY DAY 10

Curated and Modified by Cathleen Beachboard (LINK)

https://wpvip.edutopia.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/2x10_questions.pdf


RESTORATIVE CIRCLES



TRAUMA-SENSITIVE SCHOOLS HANDOUT  (LINK)

https://ies.ed.gov/rel-southwest/2025/01/trauma-sensitive-schools-training-package-mapping-triggers-and-opportunities-activity
https://ies.ed.gov/rel-southwest/2025/01/trauma-sensitive-schools-training-package-mapping-triggers-and-opportunities-activity


EXAMPLES OF WELCOME-BACK PROTOCOL



TRAUMA-INFORMED EDUCATION IS NOT A PROGRAM — IT'S A PRACTICE

ACTIVITY: LET’S UNPACK THE BACKPACK.



Sources: National Dropout Prevention Center · Trauma & Learning Policy Initiative · NEA Trauma-Informed Practices · Think:Kids · Education Commission of the States

TRAUMA-INFORMED EDUCATION IS NOT A PROGRAM — IT'S A PRACTICE

SEE THE WHOLE STUDENT ASK BEFORE ASSUMING BUILD BEFORE YOU DISCIPLINE RELATIONSHIPS FIRST EVERY RETURN IS A WIN

THE BACKPACK IS HEAVY.

YOU DON’T CARRY IT FOR THEM –

YOU MAKE THE SCHOOL SAFE ENOUGH

FOR THEM TO SET IT DOWN.



● Recognize a student’s proximity to trauma
● Identify School Counselor “super powers”
● Identify student needs based on their 

worldview (super hero vs alien)
● Discuss how to apply those powers in the 

appropriate space, time, and perspective

  Welcome  to My WorldUn

● identify signs that lead to negative interactions.
● list ways staff can respond to students 

experiencing crisis.
● apply legal and ethical principles of the 

profession.
● demonstrate understanding of the impact of 

cultural, social, and environmental influences on 
student success and opportunities.

Check Yo’self Before You
Wreck Yo’self!

Professional 
Ethics
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