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Promoting Social and Emotional Competencies 
with a Trauma-Informed Approach to Early 

Education

Presented By: Kaelyn O’Bryan, OTD/S

Site: SETA Head Start
Site Mentor: Kelly Sprake

UOP Mentor: Tailar Johnson, OTD,  OTR/L



Site: SETA Head Start

• SETA Head Start Corporate Office in 
Sacramento, California 

• Focus: supporting all areas of child 
development for improved school 
readiness

• Serves: low-income families; children 
from infancy to age 5

• Philosophy: All areas of children’s 
development (physical, social, emotional 
and cognitive) are interconnected. Child 
development services are family focused. 



Background

• Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs): 

• Events occurring before age 18 that are potentially traumatic.

• 1 in 6 adults have reported experiencing 4 or more ACEs.

• Females, minority groups, and people of lower socioeconomic status are at a higher risk.

• Associated with long-term negative physical and mental health outcomes.

• Protective factors have been shown to mitigate the harmful effect of ACEs on a child's health 

• School communities are a primary setting for building resilience

• Trauma-Informed Education: attempts to acknowledge the prevalence of different childhood adversities and 
equips school staff with the skills to:

• Recognize trauma

• Identify tools and strategies to support students (social emotional learning is a key component)

• Prevent re-traumatization

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2022; National Child Traumatic Stress Network, Schools Committee, 2017; Office of the California Surgeon General, 2024) 



Guiding Theories

Social Participation Frame 

of Reference

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 

Systems Theory

(Bronfenbrenner, 2000; Olson, 2010)



Literature Review

• Childhood adversities can have a profound impact on areas 
of: physical and mental health, social emotional development, 
academia and learning.

• Increasing awareness of the health risks that are associated 
with ACEs is important in informing potential policies that 
can promote prevention or resilience:

• Establishing buy-in for implementing restorative practices
• Advocacy efforts
• Gap in standardization of programs 
• Providing educator support

Themes

(Avery, 2020; Bethell, 2014; Breedlove, 2020)



Needs Assessment

Surveys & Interviews

• Utilize Second Step and the Teaching Pyramid: frameworks 
that help educators in meeting student’s diverse needs by 
promoting social, emotional, and behavioral development.

• Gap in transferring skills from school to home
• Variable knowledge across teachers/districts
• Trainings are optional and limited
• Low participation

• Burnout
• Low understanding in how trauma impacts development and 

school readiness



Program Purpose

• Design: 

• Actionable

• Accessible 

• Valuable

• Complimentary 

• Purpose:

• Understand how ACEs impact development 

• Address core principles of trauma-informed approaches to 

education and protective factors

• Increase self-efficacy in the application of classroom 

management strategies

• Promote occupational therapy in areas of emotional 

regulation, social participation, and trauma-sensitivity



Outcome #1



Outcome #2



Outcome #3



Discussion

Head Start: Broader Audience:

• Dissemination to all users delayed 

due to school year concluding 

• Feedback: accessible, legible, 

comprehensive, clean, appealing

• Distribution to future parents and 

educators

• Program built to be utilized in 

various school settings and 

educational institutions 

• Expand resources for collaboration 

with other community partnerships 



Impact

• Self:

• Knowledge of trauma-sensitivity 

• Improve self-reflection practices 

• Opportunity for collaboration

• Adaptability, problem-solving, time-management

• Occupational Therapy Profession:

• Holistic needs of clients across practice settings

• Resilience = occupational participation

• Create safe environments and relationships for rapport building 

and therapeutic outcomes

• Site:

• Educator application of trauma-sensitive tools

• Generalization of social emotional skills



Future Implications

1 2 3

• Initiate dissemination of 

this program to various 

school districts

• Expansion to support 

educational programs that 

do not have the access to 

resources like Head Start 

• Advocacy for trauma-

informed practices

• Involve policy makers and 

community members 

about the integration of 

practices into existing 

curriculums

• Direct training and 

consultation to educators 

and parents to collect 

greater feedback on 

program effectiveness, 

outcomes, and fidelity
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