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By the time my mother was six years 

old, she witnessed her mother beaten 

to death by her father, held her three-

year-old sister as she died because of 

neglect, and was orphaned when her 

father was murderer during a domestic 

violence attack he instigated. 

My mother grew up to be a 

community leader and a prosperous 

entrepreneur. She said she owed her 

success to two things: perseverance 

and education.  

She sang the “Itsy-bitsy Spider” song 

to her children relentlessly, without 

really ever telling us why. She simply 

showed us by through the example of 

how she lived her life.  
 

“The itsy-bitsy spider 

Climbed up the 

waterspout 

Out came the rain  

and 

Washed the spider 

out 

Out came the sun 

and 

Dried up all the rain 

and 

The itsy-bitsy went 

Up the spout 

Again.” 
 
 

Benita (Binns) Morrison 

June 15, 1938- September 4, 2008 
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Personal Statement  

 My apprenticeship to the world of child development started young. Both my parents 

were educators. My father was the curriculum director of the school distinct in my home 

province. My mother opened the province’s first childcare centre, which at times provided care 

for 60 children – ages 6 weeks to 8 years of age. I spent my entire childhood learning at school 

or helping to care for young children. I was endless fascinated watching small children “figure 

things out,” and how they seemed naturally undeterred by the inevitable failure that happens with 

new learning.  

By the time I was ten, I created a “classroom” for four five-year-old’s and taught them all 

how to read within weeks. I was excited for their achievements and awed by their eagerness to 

discover and know. I discovered as much about my own learning process from observing them, 

as I did about theirs.  

 Around this same age, I found two books in our local bookstore, which further informed 

my life’s work. Peter McLaren’s “Cries from the Corridor” and Torey Hayden’s “One Child” are 

autobiographical accounts of their stories of teaching “hard to reach kids” and how they were 

able to successfully connect with these children. Since my first foray into teaching happened so 

easily, I figured I knew all there was to know about teaching. Until I read these books, it had not 

occurred to me that some kids would be difficult to teach. Of course, I had encountered children 

in my class at school whose “bad” behaviours meant they did not appear to want to learn. 

However, until reading these books I had no idea why.  

Armed with information gleaned from these two books I decided to run a second 

classroom at my mother’s daycare centre. This time I picked four five-year old’s who “didn't 

seem as smart” as the first group. I found out very quickly that not all children learn the same 
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way or at the same pace. They did learn, though they did not succeed at the same pace or to the 

same level as the first group. I also noticed a huge shift in their interactions with the other kids 

during unstructured play. These kids, who had been bullies, started to make friends. They 

seemed to be more confident, and I now know, they had acquired some new self-regulation skills 

they did not previously have. At ten, I thought they just got “nicer”.  

That’s it though isn't it? That the real gift of education is that is gives us the opportunity 

to become surer of our ability - to deepen our belief in ourselves. And when we feel good about 

ourselves, we treat other people better. We become better people.  

For close to a decade, between 2006 and 2008, I was the Young Women’s Counsellor for 

the sexual assault centre serving the counties of Kingston, Frontenac, Lennox and Addington 

Ontario. In this role, I was honoured to provide counselling to approximately 300 female-

identified, teenage survivors of child sexual assault. Through this opportunity, I discovered that 

the recovery that takes place through trauma counseling is very similar to the learning process 

that takes place in classrooms. Instead of teaching academic skills, a counsellor’s role is to teach 

clients the skill of integrating experiences into their story of their lives; to find meaning in these 

experiences, no matter how traumatic they may have been. Which brings me to my decision to 

complete a Master of Education degree. I wanted the opportunity to study, examine and explore 

the similarities between what I had observed in my practice with clients and the research which 

informs how educators best support survivors of complex childhood trauma.  
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Introduction 

 In 2015, Statistics Canada released an annual report entitled Family Violence in Canada: 

A Statistical Profile. Within this report, it is stated that 33% of Canadians have experienced 

maltreatment during their childhoods (Statistics Canada, 2015). This means, it is likely up to 

one-third of children currently attending Canadian schools are living with the aftermath or are 

currently experiencing violence. It is important to acknowledge the potential negative effects 

child maltreatment, and its subsequent complex trauma, can have on academic achievement and 

educational outcomes. Children who suffer trauma in abusive environments are “more likely to 

have been suspended or expelled, failed a grade, have lower academic, achievement assessments, 

be at significant risk for language delays, and be assigned to special education” (Brunzell, 2015a, 

p3). Teachers and school counsellors may observe complex trauma symptoms beyond learning 

disabilities, including fear, hyperactivity, aggression, somatic problems in younger children and 

depression and self-harming behaviour in adolescents (O’Neill et al., 2010).  

Overview of Project 

 The purpose of this project was to develop a one-day workshop focused on providing 

first-year Bachelor of Education students with insight into the needs of students who have 

experienced complex trauma. This paper will begin by introducing complex childhood trauma, 

followed by an overview of three theories of positive psychology in learning which were used to 

develop the one-day workshop. The paper will then conclude with an overview of the one-day 

workshop. 
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Chapter 1 

Childhood Complex Trauma       

Child complex trauma, resulting from maltreatment, hinders children’s development. To 

understand childhood complex trauma, we must ground ourselves in a clear understanding of the 

definitions of child maltreatment and its resulting trauma. 

Child Maltreatment & Child Complex Trauma 

 Courtois (2004) defines complex trauma as “a type of trauma that occurs repeatedly and 

cumulatively, usually over a period of time and within specific relationships and contexts” (p. 

412). A specific type of trauma which effects only children is child maltreatment. The World 

Health Organization (WHO) defines child maltreatment as “…. the abuse and neglect that occurs 

to children under 18 years of age. It includes all types of physical and/or emotional ill-treatment, 

sexual abuse, neglect, negligence and commercial or other exploitation, which results in actual or 

potential harm to the child’s health, survival, development or dignity in the context of a 

relationship of responsibility, trust or power” (World Health Organization, 2020, p.1). Child 

maltreatment can lead to the development of child complex trauma. At its roots, elements of 

child complex trauma are interpersonal in nature since the maltreatment experienced by the child 

occurs through the actions of a trusted caregiver. Furthermore, childhood complex trauma is the 

result of experiencing “…traumatic events that are repetitive and occur over an extended period 

of time, undermines primary caregiving relationships, and occurs at sensitive times with regard 

to brain development” (Kliethermes & Schacht, 2014 p. 340).  

Indicators of Maltreatment in Children 

The Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies (OACAS) is the umbrella body 

overseeing the province’s 49 member organizations in the advocacy and government relations, 
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public education, training, information, and knowledge management. OACAS’s brochure, 

“Speak Up for Kids: Child Abuse Prevention” provides the information regarding the physical 

and behavioural indicators of child maltreatment that include neglect, physical abuse, emotional 

abuse, and sexual abuse. Further information can be found in Appendix A.  

Reporting Suspected Child Maltreatment 

In Ontario, the law governing the protection of people under 18 is the Child, Youth and 

Family Services Act, 2017 (CYFSA). The purpose of this law is to “promote the best interests, 

protection and well-being of children” (Child, Youth and Family Services Act, 2017). CYFSA’s 

Section 125 “Duty to Report” clearly states members of the public have an obligation to 

immediately report to the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) any suspicions they have that a child 

may need protection. The Act recognizes that people who work closely with children have a 

greater responsibility to report their suspicions. To this end, any professional or official who fails 

to report a suspicion can be fined of up to $1,000 on conviction. For concerns involving 

imminent threat to life, community members and professionals are directed to call their local 911 

service. To find contact information for a local Ontario’s Children’s Aid Societies, please see  

their website at http://www.oacas.org/childrens-aid-child-protection/locate-a-childrens-aid-

society/.  

Mitigating the Impacts of Complex Trauma on Learning 

 

Implications of trauma can present in classrooms, as “attention deficit hyperactivity 

disorder, conduct disorder, oppositional defiance disorder, reactive attachment, disinhibited 

social engagement, and/or acute stress disorders” (Brunzell et al., 2015 p. 3). This deviation from 

normal patterns of child behaviour is evident in decreased ability to self-regulate, and to establish 

and maintain healthy relationships at the same rates as their unaffected peers (Brunzell et al., 

http://www.oacas.org/childrens-aid-child-protection/locate-a-childrens-aid-society/
http://www.oacas.org/childrens-aid-child-protection/locate-a-childrens-aid-society/
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2015). For children who have experienced trauma, it is highly important to receive therapy from 

psychologists, psychiatrists, or social workers. Unfortunately, many of these children and their 

families do not have access to, motivation for or the ability to participate successfully in 

treatment. For these children, attending school provides the most predictable routine in their lives 

(Brunzell et al., 2015).  

Children spend a third of their day in formal school in the care of teachers (Brunzell et 

al., 2015). As such, “teachers are well placed to be front-line trauma healers in the context of the 

classroom” (Brunzell et al, 2015, p. 4). We expect a lot from teachers in our classrooms and 

since they are not counsellors, equipping them with awareness and tools to support survivors of 

complex trauma must be provided within the context of learning. Theories of Positive 

Psychology, used as the underpinnings of trauma-informed education, offers concrete ways to 

help teacher support this group of learners.  
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Chapter 2 

Theories of Positive Psychology 

 Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers and Eric Fromm, prominent psychologists from the mid to 

late 1990s, developed the foundational tenants of Positive Psychology on the premise of “the 

good life” - that life has meaning beyond strife and trauma, which people can utilize to help them 

to heal from traumatic experiences (Gable and Haidt, 2005). Positive Psychology further evolved 

to become “the study of well-being, human strengths, and optimal functioning” (Gable and 

Haidt, 2005, p. 104) with its goals summarized as enabling the two conditions of well-being: 

“feeling well” and “doing well” (Jayawickreme et al. 2012, p. 238).  

 Theories of Positive Psychology can be used by teachers to support child complex trauma 

survivors in becoming academic achievers. While there are many Theories of Positive 

Psychology, I will only be focusing on Attachment, Self-Regulation and Motivation for the 

purposes of this paper. Each of these theories embodies the understanding that when children, 

despite past trauma, are provided opportunities to attach to a trusted adult, are taught how self-

regulation, their levels of motivation for learning are increased (Brunzell et al., 2015). This 

section will provide an overview of the three theories of Positive Psychology that were used to 

inform the one-day workshop presented in Chapter 4.  

Attachment Theory 

 Theoretical Development. In child psychiatrist John Bowlby’s early practice, he cared 

for “maladjusted,” orphaned children of Britain (Bretherton, 1992). His observations through this 

work drove him to explore the specific effects maternal loss had on the development of 

personality (Bretherton, 1992). Bowlby concluded to grow up mentally healthy "the infant and 

young child should experience a warm, intimate, and continuous relationship with his mother (or 
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permanent mother substitute) in which both find satisfaction and enjoyment" (Bowlby, 1951, p. 

13). He labelled this phenomenological behavior between offspring and mother as attachment 

(Bowlby, 1951; Bretherton, 1992). It was from this perspective he proposed the initial tenants of 

Attachment Theory. 

In 1950, Canadian developmental psychologist Mary Ainsworth joined Bowlby’s 

research efforts (Bretherton, 1992). Ainsworth’s role evolved to that of primary collaborator as 

she developed repeatable procedures, using “naturalist observation” as a methodology, to 

empirically test Bowlby’s initial tenants (Bretherton, 1992). Most significantly, Ainsworth 

observed securely attached infants used their mothers as a safe base for exploration (Bretherton, 

1992). She labelled this role, performed by the mother, as the attachment figure (O'Neill et al., 

2010).  

Along with secure attachment, Ainsworth identified two more distinct and observable 

patterns of attachments which she called Anxious – Ambivalent, and Anxious/Dismissive – 

Avoidant (Bretherton, 1992). In 1990, Ainsworth approved the addition of a fourth attachment 

pattern which she labelled Disorganized (Bretherton, 1992). Further detail regarding each is type 

of attachment is provided in in Appendix B.  

Each attachment pattern offers an explanation and insight into child behaviour as a 

response related to interactions with attachment figures (O'Neill et al., 2010). We understand 

infancy is a crucial period in human development. At this earliest phase, achievement of 

age/stage related skills form the foundation of the child’s ongoing adaptation to its ever-changing 

environment (O'Neill et al., 2010). Moving forward through the lifespan, infants and children 

integrate their earliest experiences with primary attachments as models used as they attempt to 

create safe and secure bonds within each new relationship (Bretherton, 1992).  
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Children who have experienced complex trauma, abusive home environments and/or 

resulting disorganized attachment relationships can be a risk of academic and behavioural 

challenges in classroom settings (O'Neill et al., 2010). Children who have disorganized 

attachments come to school settings primarily focused on internal needs related to security, trust, 

and safety. It is these basic survival drivers that preoccupy the focus and energy of child complex 

trauma survivors leaving them unable to fully benefit from the learning environment (O'Neill, 

2010). One successful mitigator to these risks in this population of children is the development of 

healthy “ad-hoc attachment relationships” with their teachers (Verschueren & Koomen, 2012, p. 

205). 

 Teacher as Ad-Hoc Attachment Figure. In their initial investigations, attachment 

researchers focused almost exclusively on parent–child relationships as the primary context of 

children’s development (Verschueren & Koomen, 2012). Using the same theoretical parameters 

of attachment, educational researchers conceptualized, implemented and evaluated best practices 

towards enhancing teacher-child connections (Verschueren & Koomen, 2012). However, before 

taking an attachment perspective on teacher–child bonds, researchers had to answer the question 

as to whether these connections can be considered de facto attachment relationships 

(Verschueren & Koomen, 2012).                                                 

Mary Ainsworth defined an attachment bond as characterized “by a relatively long 

enduring tie in which the partner is important as a unique individual and is interchangeable with 

none other” (Verschueren & Koomen, 2012 p. 206). Though the teacher–child relationship is not 

typically exclusive or permanent, empirical research reveals relevant similarities between 

parent–child and teacher–child relationships (Verschueren & Koomen, 2012). For example, the 

teacher-child relationship aligns with parent–child attachment figure as both provide “a safe 
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haven and secure base function” (Verschueren & Koomen, 2012 p.205) necessary for the child’s 

full development. Furthermore, this evidence suggests the teacher–child relationship has an 

attachment component and that the teacher may serve the function of temporary attachment 

figure meaning teachers can be regarded as ‘ad hoc attachment figures’ (Verschueren & 

Koomen, 2012). 

 The role of teacher as an attachment figure has greater significance for younger or more 

vulnerable children (Verschueren & Koomen, 2012). These children’s attachment systems get 

activated more easily and their capacity for self-regulation is relatively limited, making adult 

caregiving support, very likely including help provided by teachers, crucial for their survival and 

growth (Verschueren & Koomen, 2012). Therefore, teachers must establish strong relational 

foundations in the classroom to ground these students in safety and belonging (Brunzell et al., 

2015). 

Self-Regulated Learning 

 Theoretical Development. Through the late 1970’s and early 1980’s Albert Bandura led a 

team of colleagues at Stanford University to advance a set of ideas they labeled “Social Learning 

Theory” (Bandura, 1977). A central concept of this theory is self-regulation, which is the ability 

to control behaviour and cognitive responses when attempting to reach desired goals (Bandura, 

1991). 

With specific reference to education, teachers are focused on the domain of self-

regulation know as self-regulated learning (SRL). SRL is the process of controlling and 

evaluating one's learning and subsequent behaviour (Zimmerman & Schunk, 2011). While the 

concept places a great deal of emphasis on personal responsibility for the learning process, it 

does not suggest that learners are separate or separated from the environment in which they learn 
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(Zimmerman & Schunk, 2011). In fact, SLR rests on the assumption that the social network of 

the learner enhances motivation for new learning (Bandura, 1986).  

 Principles of Self-Regulated Learning. Zimmerman & Schunk, co-authors of 

“Handbook of Self-Regulation of Learning and Performance”, detail five observable and 

repeatable actions taken by proactive self-regulators which aid in their ability to self regulate 

through the learning process: “setting learning goals, implementing effective learning strategies, 

monitoring and assessing their goal progress, establishing productive learning environments, and 

maintaining a sense of self-efficacy” (Zimmerman & Schunk, 2011 pg. 196). These five actions 

can be further condensed into three principles used by proactive self-regulators: (1) intentionality 

in their learning and goal setting, with orientation towards mastery, (2) metacognitive awareness 

(thinking about one's thinking), and (3) motivation to perform strategic actions to achieve goals 

(Zimmerman & Schunk, 2011).  

Principle 1: Intentional learning and goal setting. This first principle underpinning                      

self-regulated learning is the assumption learners have both choice and responsibility in the 

process of acquiring new learning (Zimmerman & Schunk, 2011).  

Intentional learning. From the beginning to the end of a knowledge acquisition task,  

self-regulated learning calls on the learner to be an active agent (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2010). 

The learner is not simply a passive vessel in which to insert data but instead they must be 

consciously aware of the process as it unfolds, able to make deliberate decisions about what is 

being learned and how it fits with prior knowledge (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2010). The concept 

is known as ‘knowledge building’ and demonstrates understanding of knowledge acquisition 

(learning) it as a process (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2010).  
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 As time moves on, we (as individual beings and as a species) progress on a 

developmental path moving us away from instinctual reaction and response for survival towards 

a more methodical approach to decision-making based on knowledge and rationality 

(Zimmerman, 2002). Much of this approach relies on varying levels of freedom to choose and 

the assumption of responsibility for those choices (Zimmerman, 2002). Buy-in, or indeed 

intentionality, for new learning on the part of a participant is the first marker towards predicting 

successful outcomes of learning (Zimmerman, 2002).  

Goal setting and orientation. Having made a clear intention to learn a new skill or task, 

goal setting gives learners the opportunity to define clear and intentional objectives of their 

learning (Taing et al., 2013). Self-regulated learners utilize assessment loops to systematically 

measure their progress against these objectives (Taing et al., 2013). This occurs through 

reflection on tasks completed, and by receiving feedback from resources such as teachers and 

other students (Taing et al., 2013). At this stage, in light of reflection, new learning and 

experiences, the original goal can be revised. For example, if some learning was missed, students 

are able to address these gaps by repeating previous tasks (Taing et al., 2013). Moving through 

assessment loops leads to “both setting higher goals and maintaining higher performance over 

time” and therefore, an ongoing progression of skill attainment (Taing et al., 2013 pg. 1668).  

Principle 2: Learners are metacognitively aware. Metacognitive awareness means to 

have knowledge of ones thinking, as well as the ability to be reflective of ones thinking (Flavell, 

1979). Metacognitively aware learners actively and intentionally review new learning to solidify 

skills and to identify potential gaps in understanding (Zimmerman, 2002). Gaps in learning are 

inevitable and identification of these gaps provides students the opportunity to re-engage with 
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material, making it more likely for expanding understanding and deepening memory stimulation 

(Scardamalia & Beretier, 2010). 

 Principle 3: Learners are motivated and perform strategic actions to achieve goals. 

Strategic actions in learning include planning, monitoring, and evaluating personal achievement 

(Dweck et al., 1995). The strategic learner is one who engages in self-reflective practice, seeks 

feedback from others, and is keen to observe how others complete the same task (Dweck et al., 

1995). The pupil who utilizes a strategic approach to learning remains engaged in the process of 

completing the task and shows curiosity towards making further attempts (Dweck et al., 1995). 

These learners are more likely to try harder and to work harder towards future achievement 

(Dweck et al., 1995). 

 Teaching Students to Become Self-Regulated Learners. Research shows self-

regulatory skills are teachable and can increase achievement and motivation in students (Dweck 

et al., 1995; Zimmerman, 2002). Even though the research shows the significance of the use of 

self-regulation in learning, teachers have been left unprepared to demonstrate to students how 

they can learn by themselves (Zimmerman, 2002). Goal setting, use of strategies and self-

evaluation are learned from both instruction and efforts modeled by teachers and parents 

(McClelland & Cameron, 2011; Zimmerman, 2002).  

The following list provides applicable strategies educators can utilize to enhance self-

regulated learning in their students: (1) provide choices regarding academic goals and the 

methods for carrying out multilayered assignments, (2) encourage students to establish specific 

goals for their academic work, (3) teach explicit study strategies, (4) ask students to self-evaluate 

their work or estimate their competence on new tasks, and (5) give students choice regarding 
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their academic tasks, methods for carrying out complex assignments, or study patterns 

(Zimmerman, 2002). 

Educators must allow for active learning, intentional learning, and decision making to 

happen by adding in a key component: time (Zimmerman, 2002). The pace of learning must be 

slower to allow for true reflection on the information being processed and must be incorporated 

into prior knowledge (Zimmerman, 2002). Like a database, in great part the results that can be 

extracted depend on quality and quantity of the data being entered and stored (Pintrich, 1995).   

Teaching self-regulated learning strategies to students arms them with skills to become 

regulators of their own cognition. By making this the goal of their teaching, educators create 

stronger, more resilient learners (Dweck et al., 1995). The ability to regulate cognition is the 

height of empowerment for learners (Zimmerman, 2002). 

Motivation Theory 

 Theoretical Development. American psychologist Abraham H. Maslow published his 

seminal work A Theory of Human Motivation seventy years ago and his theoretical approach 

stands strong today. For example, when he stated “…humans are driven by innate needs for 

survival, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-realization, in that order” he provided a 

clear and timeless definition of motivation (Abulo, 2017, p. 508).  

Motivation comes from the Latin word movere, which means, “to move” (Dörnyei, 2011, 

p. 3). What moves someone to a particular choice, to take action, exert energy and persevere are 

the foundational questions of motivation theory and research (Dörnyei, 2011).  

 Intrinsic vs. Extrinsic Motivation. Motivation is subdivided into two key concepts: 

extrinsic and intrinsic. Extrinsic motivation “provides a means to an end and is derived from 

factors outside the person, such as seeking approval or attaining credentials” (Merriam 2014, p 
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.147). Providing students with rewards for their work and effort can temporarily increase 

motivation for learning (Merriam 2014). However, since a pivotal goal of teachers is “to increase 

their students’ independence and interest in learning” an effective tool to reaching this goal is to 

move students towards intrinsic motivation (Wery & Thomson, 2013, p.106). Intrinsic 

motivation “is most commonly defined as doing something for its own sake” (Reiss, 2012 

p.152). It is most likely to occur when a student participates in an activity because of a need to 

know or out of curiosity (Wery & Thomson, 2013). Invoking a sense of curiosity, desire for 

intellectual challenge and mastery of skill acquisition leads to the development of lifelong 

learners (Merriam, 2014).  

 Increasing Intrinsic Motivation in the Classroom. Evoking motivation is a delicate 

exchange occurring between instructor and learner. While the learner is ultimately in the driver’s 

seat, the instructor has a significant role to play as navigator, helping students mobilize and 

benefit from their own internal motivation. (Merriam, 2014).  

Wery and Thomson (2013) provide the following fifteen suggestions and strategies 

teachers can use in the classroom to enhance struggling students’ motivation:  

“believe your students can learn, model enthusiasm and intrinsic motivation, create a 

 learning environment that is encouraging and challenging, acknowledge the difficulty of 

 tasks, connect learning to the world, set goals, involve students in the learning process, 

 allow for independence, use projects, evaluate the task, not the student, promote mastery 

 learning, immunise’ against the negative effects of\extrinsic motivation, use priming 

 words, and respond positively” (Wery and Thomson, p.106).  

Further detail regarding each of these suggestions and strategies are provided in 

Appendix C.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Workshop  
 

Based on the three theories of Positive Psychology previously discussed, a one-day 

workshop for first-year Bachelor of Education students was developed. The purpose of the 

workshop is to provide insight into how teachers can best support child survivors of complex 

trauma to become academic achievers. Note: I had intended to offer this workshop but because 

of COVID-19 limitations was unable to do so. It is my hope that this project could act as an off-

the-shelf resource for pre-service teachers.  

Workshop Overview 

 During this one-day workshop, Bachelor of Education students will learn from experts in 

the fields of education and trauma recovery to identify trauma-driven behaviours and strategies 

to manage their impact in classroom settings. 

 Guest Speaker. A Child and Adolescent Psychiatrist, with expertise in the diagnosis of 

children’s complex trauma, will present findings and data from the latest research in the field. 

Time will be provided for attendees to participate in a question and answer period following the 

presentation.  

 Panel Presentation. The panel will be comprised of both professionals and those with 

lived experience. Panel Presenters will include: a person with lived experience, a trauma specialist 

representing a local school board a psychotherapist from a children’s mental health outreach 

counselling service) a classroom teacher who works in behavioural classrooms a social worker 

from a local Children’s Aid Society. The presentation will provide insight into the effects complex 

trauma has on children’s readiness to learn, challenges they face as a result and suggested 

strategies to mitigate these challenges.  
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 Key Concepts in Psychological Theories of Learning. Reading foundational and current 

literature exploring ‘how learners learn’, provides insight to understanding how learning theories 

(their keyword and concepts) can be evolved into strategies to improve educational outcomes for 

survivors of child complex trauma. During this section of the workshop, I will share my findings 

as they relate to the following three concepts: Attachment Theory, Self-Regulated Learning, and 

Motivation.  

Small Group Work and Presentation. Workshop participants will be divided into small 

groups and assigned one of the three key concepts listed above. The groups will discuss their 

provided concept and devise a role-play to demonstrate how teachers can utilize it in classroom 

settings. Each group will be afforded time to present their role-play to the larger group.  

 ACES Presentation. The Community Foundation for Kingston & Area and Pathways for 

Education will jointly provide this presentation. These Kingston based not-for-profit agencies 

have united efforts to promote understanding of the Adverse Child Experiences Study, 

completed by CDC-Kaiser Permanente from 1995-97. This seminal study provides data linking 

the experience of childhood trauma to the likelihood of perpetuation of violence and victimhood, 

poverty and ultimately negative health outcomes leading to shortened life span (Felitti et al, 

1998). The presentation will provide the groundwork for the workshop as it demonstrates the 

importance of addressing complex childhood trauma, by all means possible.  

 

Workshop Agenda 

 

Time  Item  People Power Notes 

9:00am -9:05am  

5 mins 

 

Welcome and 

Opening 

Remarks 

Heather   

9:05am -9:20am  

(15 mins) 

Participant 

Introductions 

Heather (to facilitate)  Participants introduce 

themselves by stating 

their interest in the 
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Time  Item  People Power Notes 

presentation and what 

they how to take from the 

session 

9:20am -9:55am 

45 mins  

Keynote by 

Guest Speaker 

Heather (to introduce)  

9:55am -10:15am 

20 mins 

Questions for 

Guest Speaker 

Heather (to facilitate)  

10:15am -10:30am 

15 mins 

Wellness Break 

 

10:30am -11:30am 

60 mins  

Panel 

Presentation  

 

Panel Presenters will 

include:  

 a person with lived 

experience  

 a trauma specialist 

representing a local 

school board  

 a psychotherapist 

from a children’s 

mental health 

outreach 

counselling service) 

 a classroom teacher 

who works in 

behavioural 

classrooms  

 a social work from a 

local Children’s Aid 

Society  

Introduction of 

presenters = 10 mins 

5 presenters @ 10 mins 

each = 50 mins 

11:30am -12:00am 

30 mins  

Questions for 

Panel  

 

12:00pm-1:00pm 

60 mins 

 

Lunch 

 

1:00pm--1:45pm 

45 mins 

 

Introduction to 

Key Concepts in  

Psychological 

theories of 

learning  

Heather  Provide handout with 

definitions and citations. 

Review with participants  

1:45pm-2:15pm  

30 mins 

 

Small Group 

Work: design a 

role play  

  

2:15pm -2:30pm  

15 mins 

 

Wellness Break 

 

2:30pm -3:00pm  

30 mins 

Small group 

presentations: 

demonstrate how 
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Time  Item  People Power Notes 

their role-play 

can be utilized 

teachers in 

classroom 

settings 

3:00pm -3:30pm 

30 mins  

 

ACES 

Presentation  

Community 

Foundation of 

Kingston & Pathways 

for Education  

 

3:30pm -3:45pm 

15 mins  

Questions for 

presenters  

 

3:45pm -4:00pm 

15 mins  

Wrap up 

(Evaluations)  
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Conclusion 

 

Evidence demonstrates one-third of Canadian school-age children experience child 

maltreatment. Since this specific type of abuse takes place within the context of primary trust 

relationships, the American Psychiatric Association categorizes it as complex trauma 

(Kliethermes & Drewry, 2014). Beyond the suffering survivors endure in their young lives, these 

particular experiences also leave them at a distinct disadvantage for future well-being, as they are 

less likely then their peers to succeed academically (Cook et al., 2005) 

 Positive Psychology offers theories teachers can utilize in their efforts to migrate the 

negative impacts of complex trauma on children’s learning. These theories are Attachment 

Theory, Self-Regulation Theory and Motivation Theory.  

 The one-day workshop provided in this paper demonstrates a time effective way to share 

first-year Bachelor of Education student insight into the needs of students who have experienced 

complex trauma. When teachers have the skills to weave these theories in to their daily teaching 

practice educational outcomes for children who have experienced complex trauma are much 

improved. 
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Appendix A 

 

Indicators of Maltreatment in Children 

 

The Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies (OACAS) is the umbrella body 

overseeing 49 member organizations through advocacy and government relations, public 

education, training, information and knowledge management. OACAS’s brochure, “Speak Up 

For Kids: Child Abuse Prevention” provides the following as physical and behavioural indicators 

of child maltreatment.  

 

  

Physical Indicators 

 

 

Behavioural Indicators 

 

Neglect  poor hygiene 

 unattended physical or 

medical needs (e.g. glasses, 

dental work) 

 consistent lack of supervision 

 pale, listless, unkempt 

 frequent absence from school 

 inappropriate clothing for the 

weather, dirty clothes 

 frequently does not bring a lunch 

 

 

Physical Abuse 

 

 injuries that don’t fit the 

explanation 

 presence of several injuries 

that are at different stages 

 facial injuries in infants and 

preschool children 

 injuries don’t fit with the 

child’s age and developmental 

stage 

 cannot recall how injuries occurred 

or offers an explanation that 

doesn’t fit 

 wary of adults 

 may cringe or flinch if touched 

 unexpectedly 

 infants may display a vacant stare 

 extremely aggressive or extremely 

 withdrawn 

 

Emotional 

Abuse 

 

 bed-wetting that is 

nonmedical 

 frequent psychosomatic 

complaints, 

 headaches, nausea, 

abdominal pains 

 child fails to thrive 

 

 severe depression 

 extreme withdrawal or 

aggressiveness 

 overly compliant, too well-

mannered, too neat or clean 

 extreme attention seeking 

 displays extreme inhibition in play 
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Physical Indicators 

 

 

Behavioural Indicators 

 

 

Sexual Abuse 

 

 unusual or excessive itching 

in the genital or anal area 

 torn, stained, or bloody 

underwear 

 pregnancy 

 injuries to the genital or anal 

areas (e.g. bruising, swelling, 

or infection) 

 sexually transmitted disease 

 

 age-inappropriate play with toys, 

 self, or others displaying explicit 

 sexual acts 

 age-inappropriate sexually explicit 

 drawing and/or descriptions 

 bizarre, sophisticated, or unusual 

 sexual knowledge 

 seductive behaviours 
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Appendix B 

Attachment Styles 

Mary Ainsworth’s four attachment styles underpin the basic concepts of attachment 

theory as we recognize it today. The table shown below describes behaviours associated with 

each and the implications each have on the learning process of children.  

 Secure Anxious- 

Ambivalent 

Anxious–  

Avoidant 

Disorganized 

Child’s 

Behaviour 

with 

Attachment 

Figure  

Child uses 

Attachment Figure 

as a safe haven 

from which to 

explore. 

Attachment Figure 

provides a “secure 

base”, particularly 

in times of stress  

Child clings to and 

is hyper vigilant of 

Attachment Figure. 

 

 

Ignores 

Attachment 

Figure 

 

 

Actively avoids 

contact with 

Attachment 

Figure in stressful 

situations 

Prefers Attachment 

Figure to stranger  

   

Shows confidence 

when Attachment 

Figure is present  

 

  moving from the 

behavioural 

extremes of 

destructive 

aggression to 

disarming and 

helplessness  

Visibly upset when 

Attachment Figure 

leaves 

becoming upset 

when Attachment 

Figure left 

 

not upset 

when 

Attachment 

Figure left 

 

controlling 

behaviours, 

compulsive 

compliance, 

extreme self 

reliance, coercion 

of others  

Generally happy 

when caregiver 

returns 

 

switching 

 between happiness 

and anger when 

primary 

Attachment Figure 

returned  

 They reject 

first to avoid 

the pain of 

being rejected 

Implications 

for 

   The inability to 

develop and 

sustain social 
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 Secure Anxious- 

Ambivalent 

Anxious–  

Avoidant 

Disorganized 

learning relationships 

precludes such 

children from 

social  

Learning 

experiences such 

as modelling and 

the refinement of 

communication 

skills 

 

high scores on 

dependency 

indicate that the 

child fails to use 

the teacher as a 

secure base from 

which to explore. 

(Alhusen et al, 2013; O’Neill et al 2010; Brunzell 2015a; Bretherton, 1992; Verschuern & 

Koomen, 2012) 
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Appendix C 

 

Table: Strategies to Increase Student Motivation 

 

 The following table provides strategies and suggestions teachers can use in classrooms to 

enhance the motivation of students who are struggling.  

Strategy  

“Believe your students can learn” 

 

“Teachers’ beliefs about teaching and 

learning and the expectations they hold for 

students are also a powerful influence. ‘To a 

very large degree, students expect to learn if 

their teachers expect them to learn’ (Stipek, 

1988, p. 209).” 

 

“Model enthusiasm and intrinsic motivation” 

 

“Motivation to learn can be directly 

stimulated by adult and peer models as well 

as through direct experience. Students often 

assimilate motivation from those around 

them, even when doing so is outside their 

awareness.” 

 

“Create a learning environment that is 

encouraging and challenging” 

 

“Communicate high, but realistic expectations 

for students. Those with and without EEN 

have been shown to find appropriately 

challenging tasks pleasurable (Harter, 1978). 

By providing optimally challenging tasks and 

activities, students begin to feel competent, 

which increases their intrinsic motivation 

(Assor and Kaplan, 2001). Reluctant learners, 

in particular, thrive on accomplishing 

appropriately challenging tasks and being 

held to high expectations.” 

 

“Acknowledge the difficulty of tasks” 

 

“Just because specific tasks are easy for some 

does not mean they are necessarily easy for 

others. Refrain from saying ‘this is easy’. 

Instead acknowledge that specific tasks are 

difficult (Schultheiss and Brunstein, 2005), 

while remembering to acknowledge that 

students are capable.” 

 

“Connect learning to the world” 

 

“Learners who can see the connection 

between a projectbased task and the real 

world will be more motivated to understand 
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and solve the problem at hand. Using teaching 

methods that promote real-life applications, 

authentic activities, as well as performance 

assessments would help students better 

understand the material, process information 

in a different way and become more effective 

learners.” 

 

 

“Set goals” 

 

“Setting intermediate goals can be self-

motivating because it allows students to feel 

competency as they accomplish smaller goals 

(Bandura and Schunk, 1981)”. 

“Involve students in the learning process” 

 

“Students who are involved in creating the 

project assignment or the project checklist 

gain valuable experience in setting their own 

goals and standards. In addition, this gives 

students a sense of ownership and control 

over their own learning. Allow learners to 

have the opportunity to identify and explore 

related sub-topics (Skinner et al., 1990)”. 

 

“Allow for independence” 

 

Offer students choices about what to work on 

or how to complete assignments (Black and 

Deci, 2000). Students’ perception of the 

amount of control they have over learning is 

strongly influenced by the teacher. Allow the 

students to set their own goals and monitor 

their progress (Fulk and 

Montgomery-Grymes, 1994). Encourage 

students to self evaluate their work. Self-

evaluation instils responsibility for learning.” 

 

“Use projects” 

 

“Students who have the freedom to choose 

different approaches may become more 

engaged in the learning process, and these 

students will be more likely to approach other 

problems enthusiastically. Learning through 

projects allows teachers to create tasks whose 

complexity and openness mimic problems in 

the real world.” 

“Evaluate the task, not the student” 

 

“Rather than compare students’ performance 

to the performance of other students, evaluate 

the task (Butler, 1988). Evaluating students in 

a manner that emphasises individual 

improvement and growth over social 
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comparison and competition is important 

(Ames, 1990). Competition between 

students has been shown to decrease intrinsic 

motivation; therefore if it is used it should be 

based on the outcome of the task, instead of 

pitting students against each other (Epstein 

and Harackiewicz, 1992)”. 

 

 

“Promote mastery learning” 

 

“Research shows that when students master 

specific goals they become increasing 

intrinsically motivated (Borkowski et 

al.,1988). Students with mastery goals tend to 

engage in activities 

that would help them learn: they pay attention 

in class, process information inin ways that 

promote effective long-term memory storage 

and reflect on their learning strategies”. 

 

‘Immunise’ against the negative effects 

of\extrinsic motivation” 

 

“Help students find ways to focus on the 

intrinsically interesting, fun and playful 

aspects of a task, and encourage them to make 

even the most routine assignment exciting. 

Offer strategies to distance themselves from 

socially imposed extrinsic constraints”. 

 

“Use priming words” 

 

“Use positive words associated with intrinsic 

motivation a often as possible. Words 

associated with intrinsic motivation include: 

spontaneous, challenge, interested, involved, 

satisfied, volunteering, mastering, delighted, 

autonomous, absorbed, competent and 

enjoying. Limit the use of words associated 

with extrinsic motivation including: 

competitive, obligation, expected, evaluated, 

constrained, demanded, avoiding, restricted, 

forced, pressured, controlled and proving. 

Priming words and statements can 

temporarily increase motivation automatically 

(Lévesque and Pelletier, 2003)”. 

 

“Respond positively” 

 

“Positive responses to students’ questions can 

enhance intrinsic motivation (Gottfried, 

1983). When a student makes an error, 

respond positively and guide him or her back 

to the correct context. Show students affection 
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and use positive responses rather than 

reprimands”. 

“Praise students”  

 

Praise helps learners develop a feeling of 

competence (Gottfried, 1983) and has been 

found to increase intrinsic motivation 

(Cameron and Pierce, 1996). However, do not 

give vague praise, as it will lose its value. 

Encouragement should be given when the 

student is attempting to reach a goal but has 

not yet achieved it. Teachers should convey 

the message that everyone can learn and that 

the process of learning and developing skills 

is more important than who gets the best 

grades by praising development, improvement 

and learning for understanding.” 

 

(Wery and Thomson, 2013 p.106 -107) 

 

 


