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Trauma-Informed Teaching for Students Who Are Blind or Visually Impaired: A Holistic Approach
By Angel Black, M.S.Ed., TSVI, COMS

Trauma-informed teaching is an educational framework that acknowledges the prevalence and impact of trauma on
students' lives, emphasizing safety, trust, and emotional regulation in learning environments. For students who are blind
or visually impaired (BVI), trauma-informed practices must be thoughtfully adapted, as these students may face unique
challenges that intersect with their sensory impairments. This article delves into the principles of trauma-informed
teaching, explores the specific needs of BVI students, and provides strategies for creating inclusive and supportive
learning environments.

Understanding Trauma in Students Who Are Blind or Visually Impaired

Trauma can manifest in many forms—abuse, neglect, medical trauma, loss, or living in unstable environments—and it
affects students in diverse ways. Trauma-informed teaching recognizes that students who have experienced trauma may
struggle with emotional regulation, learning, and behavior, and these challenges may not always be immediately visible.
For BVI students, trauma may also result from:

e Medical trauma: Many children who are blind or visually impaired experience multiple surgeries,
hospitalizations, or invasive treatments that can be traumatic, especially when these interventions are
experienced at a young age.

e Isolation and social stigma: Students who are BVI may face social exclusion or bullying, leading to feelings of
isolation, anxiety, or depression. Navigating a world designed for sighted individuals can be frustrating and
contribute to feelings of inadequacy.

¢ Loss of independence: Depending on the degree of their visual impairment, some students may struggle with
activities that sighted peers accomplish with ease, resulting in a loss of confidence and autonomy. For those who
lose their vision over time, the transition can be particularly traumatic.

e Educational marginalization: Students with visual impairments may face challenges accessing educational
materials, leading to experiences of frustration, exclusion, or even failure, all of which can compound feelings of
helplessness.

Trauma-Informed Principles in Education
Trauma-informed teaching is built on six key principles that can be adapted to the unique needs of students who are
blind or visually impaired:

1. Safety: Ensuring students feel physically and emotionally safe in their learning environment is critical. For BVI
students, this includes not only safe navigation of physical spaces but also ensuring that instructional
environments are free from triggers related to their trauma or impairment.

2. Trustworthiness and Transparency: Consistent, clear communication and predictable routines help establish
trust. BVI students may experience anxiety if they are unsure of what to expect in a classroom or learning
activity, so being explicit about schedules, transitions, and expectations is essential.

3. Peer Support: Developing strong peer relationships can buffer the negative impacts of trauma. In the case of BVI
students, educators should foster an inclusive environment where sighted and visually impaired students
support each other socially and academically.

4. Collaboration and Empowerment: BVI students should be empowered to make decisions about their learning
and accommodations. When students have a say in how their needs are met, they are more likely to feel in
control and capable.

5. Cultural, Historical, and Gender Sensitivity: Understanding how a student's background, identity, and
experiences with disability intersect with trauma is crucial. Some BVI students may have additional cultural or
linguistic barriers that influence their educational experiences.



6. Resilience and Skill-Building: Trauma-informed teaching seeks to build students' resilience by equipping them
with coping skills and self-regulation strategies. For BVI students, this may include explicit instruction in
orientation and mobility (O&M) skills, assistive technology, and adaptive strategies to foster independence.

Specific Considerations for BVI Students in Trauma-Informed Classrooms

1. Sensory and Environmental Awareness

A trauma-informed approach for BVI students must account for their sensory needs. Physical safety in the classroom is
paramount, and educators should ensure that the learning space is organized in a way that students can easily navigate
without fear of injury or confusion. Verbal cues and tactile markers should be used to help BVI students orient
themselves to their environment, and any changes in classroom layout should be communicated clearly and ahead of
time.

Additionally, trauma may make BVI students hypersensitive to noise or unexpected touch. Trauma-informed educators
should be mindful of creating a calm, predictable environment that minimizes sudden changes in noise levels or physical
contact.

2. Accessible Educational Materials

Providing accessible learning materials is essential for BVI students. Traumatic experiences, particularly those related to
exclusion or frustration from inaccessible materials, can be mitigated by ensuring that students have access to braille,
large print, audio formats, or screen readers as needed. In addition, educators should offer a variety of learning
methods, recognizing that flexibility and choice can help students who have experienced trauma feel more in control.

3. Building Emotional Resilience Through Supportive Relationships

Establishing trust between teacher and student is vital for all trauma-informed classrooms, but it is particularly
important for BVI students, who often rely heavily on adults for support. Regular check-ins, both academic and
emotional, help educators stay attuned to a student's well-being. Creating a supportive, non-judgmental space where
BVI students feel heard and valued encourages open communication and strengthens the teacher-student relationship.
Social isolation can be another barrier for BVI students. By fostering peer connections and implementing inclusive group
work, educators can help BVI students feel integrated within the classroom community. This is crucial for developing
resilience, as positive relationships can serve as a protective factor against the effects of trauma.

4. Encouraging Autonomy and Independence

Trauma-informed teaching encourages empowerment, and for BVI students, this means promoting independence
whenever possible. Educators should provide opportunities for students to make choices about their learning, including
how they access materials, participate in activities, and engage with peers. Encouraging self-advocacy, such as teaching
students to articulate their needs for accommodations or modifications, can foster a sense of control and reduce
feelings of helplessness.

5. Professional Development for Educators

Trauma-informed teaching requires continuous learning and reflection. Teachers working with BVI students should seek
professional development opportunities to understand both trauma-informed practices and the specific needs of
visually impaired students. This includes training on how to create accessible materials, use assistive technology, and
implement strategies that promote independence.

Educators should also be aware of secondary trauma, which can occur when teachers are exposed to the traumatic
experiences of their students. Support for educators—such as access to mental health resources, collaboration with
colleagues, and opportunities for self-care—is essential to maintain a trauma-informed approach in the classroom.

Conclusion

Teaching students who are blind or visually impaired through a trauma-informed lens requires a sensitive and thoughtful
approach that recognizes the intersection of sensory impairment and trauma. By prioritizing safety, trust,
empowerment, and accessibility, educators can create environments where BVI students feel supported and capable.



With the right strategies in place, these students can not only overcome the challenges posed by trauma but also thrive
academically and emotionally in inclusive, nurturing environments.
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