
 

 

 

 

Trauma and Integration  

 

Washburn (2010) defines integration as the 

evidence of authentic learning. The main job of the 

brain is to integrate sensory information so that we 

can adapt to the needs and challenges in our world.  

For children, their world starts with the people 

around them, their family, their friends, and yes, 

their teachers. Through the interactions with this 

world the brain develops neural pathways 

connecting different parts of the brain. The more 

pathways and connections, the better integrated the 

brain.  Integration enables individuals to apply words (left) to feelings (right).  They 

worked together to build memory routines. Again, they work together, it is not one or 

the other, but one hemisphere taking the lead when the tasks at hand prefers its 

strength. To have a coherent narrative and to learn, children need integration of both 

hemispheres.  Greater integration means that children can be more adaptive and pliable 

to situations that may arise.   

 

INTEGRATING - the promotion of integration at a neurobiological and 

relational level should be top of mind (pun intended) for educators of 

traumatized students. 
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Early maltreatment stress has a strong effect on right-and left- brain 

integration.  Research shows that reduced corpus callosum size is the most prominent 

anatomical finding in children with a history of abuse and post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD).  The corpus callosum that connects the right and left hemispheres is 

responsible for transmitting neural messages. The impact on the development of the 

corpus callosum diminishes communication between the two hemispheres (Teicher, et 

al. 2003).   

When integration is blocked by trauma or adversity, the child’s world and their 

ability to adapt to its challenges is significantly hindered. Ongoing activation of the 

amygdala (seat of emotions) from trauma conversely affects the hippocampus (keeper 

of memories), especially the left.  With the role of the left side of the brain to recount 

the events of a story, you can begin to see where someone’s life narrative begins to get 

skewed. When functioning in the left hemisphere is depleted, it creates the demand on 

the right to overcompensate for the loss.  This results in traumatized students becoming 

more right-brain dominant (May, 2005).  The right side of the brain incorporates 

subjective, social, and emotional meaning of internal life of characters (May, 2005). This 

interference of left-right brain integration suggests greater difficulty in analyzing and 

understanding self and others (Creeden, 2009). Hampering these capacities makes it 

difficult for students to engage in the process of learning and challenges educators to 

provide an experience that overrides any interference.    

Trauma’s impact on integration could be likened to your fuse box getting pulled 

out of the wall. If this happens, you may lose some of your connections.  

 

Trauma and Integration Helps 
I am not sure that integration is something that is talked about a lot, but is a very 

BIG DEAL.  If the fuse box on the side of the house was pulled off, it would interfere with 

the connections associated with that fuse box.  The light in your living room may begin 
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to flicker, even turn off, you think you need a new bulb.  You go to the store and buy a 

new bulb and when you replace the old one, you still get the same result.  You discover 

it is not the light bulb after all, but its source’s connection to the fuse box.  

Remember, we are not either right brain or left brain, but rather the two 

hemispheres of the brain work together approaching tasks from different angles.  There 

are certain tasks better suited for the right hemisphere and respectively, the left.  To 

enhance learning in the classroom, we need to design instruction and activities that 

consider integrating the functions of both.   

Because our brains are asymmetrical - the right side of the brain communicating 

action to the left side of the body, and the left side of the brain communicating to the 

right, it is important to strengthen the connection between the two. One way to 

strengthen communication between the two is through movement.  This is a part of 

early brain development. If a student did not have this fully developed, then the need or 

lack is still present.  I love that what we do naturally or instinctively as babies, crawling 

(cross-crawl), is what helps create that foundation and strength between the two 

hemispheres.  If a child was not allowed to crawl, for example, - given the opportunity 

to build that foundation-  because perhaps they were left in a playpen or held constantly, 

it can impair or slow down the development of this much-needed function. Building 

connection through movement is a “can’t go wrong” activity.  

Integration Helps 

• Strengthen the connection (corpus callosum) and build pathways between the 

two hemispheres through brain-syncing movement and exercise (mind-body 

connection), 

• Cross-lateral movement (walking, climbing stairs, bike riding), 

• Crossing the midline (one side of the body moving across the centerline of the 

body), 

• Mismatched movement (rub stomach and pat head at the same time), 
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• Work on language, 

• We can overemphasize the importance of a student of trauma being about to 

externalize/express in a healthy way, 

• Create activities that emphasize cause and effect, 

• I find it interesting that one of the very things we look for in standards is one of 

the things that gets hijacked with students of trauma, 

• I have seen educators on Pinterest with loads of cause and effect activities, you 

probably do as well, 

• For older students, try using a logic model to teach cause and effect. With a logic 

model, you are taking inventory of your assets and your resources (the students, 

their gifts, their abilities) and you are determining an action, that will deliver an 

impact.  This may be a great “start the year” activity where you map and track 

their goals for the year, i.e., passing your class, 

• Develop the ability to perceive details, 

• Build in opportunities to judge time and sequencing, and 

• Strengthen critical thinking skills. 

 

 


