
Through the Lens of 
Trauma Informed Design



Heidi Neumueller
AIA, NCARB, LEED AP
Associate Principal
hneumueller@cuningham.com

Hailey Wrasman
CID, IIDA, WELL AP
Certified Project Interior 
Designer
hwrasman@cuningham.com

Presenters Pamela Bookhout
Project Manager
Saint Paul Public 
Schools



Presentation Outline

▪ Understanding Trauma and 
Trauma Informed Design
▪ - Defining Trauma and Why It 

Matters to Designers

▪ - What is Trauma Informed 

Design and How to Practice it

▪ Applying a Trauma Informed 
Design Approach
▪ - Bruce Vento Case Study

▪ - Community Workshops

1

2



▪ Take a photo – next thursday

Resources We’ve Found Impactful



A Brief History of “Trauma” Concepts 

Center for Substance Abuse Treatment, 2014. Appendix C Historical Account of Trauma. In: Trauma-Informed Care in Behavioral Health Services: Treatment Improvement 
Protocol (TIP) Series, No. 57. Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration.



Defining “Trauma” for Trauma-Informed Approaches

▪ “Individual trauma results from an event, series of 
events, or set of circumstances that is experienced
by an individual as physically or emotionally harmful 
or life threatening and that has lasting adverse 
effects on the individual’s functioning and mental, 
physical, social, emotional, or spiritual well-being”

▪ - SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma -

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014. SAMHSA's Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed 
Approach, Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration.



The Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) Survey

This study found strong correlation 
between co-occurring Adverse 
Childhood Experiences and health 
risk factors / diseases.

Felitti, V. J. et al., 1998. Relationship of Childhood Abuse and Household Dysfunction to Many of the Leading Causes of Death in Adults: The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study. American Journal of 
Preventive Medicine, 14(4), pp. 245-258.

National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, Division of Violence Prevention, 2021. About the CDC-Kaiser ACE Study. [Online] 
Available at: https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/about.html
[Accessed 31 August 2022].



Common Categories of ACEs

▪ 1. Emotional / Psychological Abuse

▪ 2. Physical Abuse

▪ 3. Sexual Abuse

▪ 4. Parents in Abusive Relationship

▪ 5. Parents with Substance Abuse Problems

▪ 6. Household Member Depressed or Mentally Unwell

▪ 7. Household Member Went to Prison

Felitti, V. J. et al., 1998. Relationship of Childhood Abuse and Household Dysfunction to Many of the Leading Causes of Death in Adults: The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study. American Journal of Preventive 
Medicine, 14(4), pp. 245-258.

Winninghoff, A., 2020. Trauma by Numbers: Warnings Against the Use of ACE Scores in Trauma-Informed Schools. Occasional Paper Series, 43(4).

Houtepen, L. C. et al., 2020. Associations of Adverse Childhood Experiences with Educational Attainment and Adolescent Health and the Role of Family and Socioeconomic Factors: A Prospective Cohort Study in the UK. PLOS 
Medicine, 17(3).

▪*Added after the initial ACE study

▪8. Emotional Neglect*
▪9. Physical Neglect*
▪10. Divorced Parents*
▪11. Bullying*



Results of the First ACE Study

Felitti, V. J. et al., 1998. Relationship of Childhood Abuse and Household Dysfunction to Many of the Leading Causes of Death in Adults: The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study. American Journal of Preventive 
Medicine, 14(4), pp. 245-258.



Expanded Results by Years of Additional Study

Anda, R. F. et al., 2006. The Enduring Effects of Abuse and Related Adverse Experiences in Childhood: A Convergence of Evidence from Neurobiology and Epidemiology. European Archives of Psychiatry and Clinical 
Neuroscience, 256(3), pp. 174-186.



Tracing Causation - from ACEs to Negative Outcomes to Early Death

National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, Division of Violence Prevention, 2021. About the CDC-Kaiser ACE Study. [Online] Available at: https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/about.html
[Accessed 31 August 2022].



Design Approaches to Addressing Trauma Through Built Form

Passive Intervening

Spaces designed to be 
less likely to trigger 

trauma-based reactions 
by the nature of what is 

included in them and what 
is not

Spaces designed to help
those who are currently 
experiencing a trauma-

based reaction to recover in 
a healthy and supported

manner

Pattern identified through an extensive literature review of design strategies intended to promote wellbeing, embody trauma informed design principles, and create healthy environments



Increasing Prevalence of Mental Health / Safety Indicators in CDC Data

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2022. YRBSS Data & Documentation. [Online] Available at: https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/data.htm [Accessed 3 October 2022].

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/data.htm


Research indicates that trauma can 
negatively affect learning, motivation, 
memory, and focus for students. Prior to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, more than 60% of 
children experienced some type of 
trauma.

> 60%

https://www.rethinked.com/resources/re-thinking-trauma-social-change-impacted-trauma-symptoms-informed-education/#:~:text=Understanding%20Trauma,experienced%20some%20type%20of%20trauma.

RethinkED October 10, 2022



“A consensus study report on advancing health equity among American children published this 
summer by the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine added youths in 
“high achieving schools” to their list of “at-risk” groups, along with kids living in poverty and 
foster care, recent immigrants and those with incarcerated parents.

Last year, a report by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation came to a similar conclusion when 
it named the top environmental conditions harming adolescent wellness — among them were 
poverty, trauma, discrimination and “excessive pressure to excel, often, but not exclusively, 
occurring in affluent communities. ”

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/2019/09/26/students-high-achieving-schools-are-now-named-an-at-risk-group/

https://www.nap.edu/catalog/25466/vibrant-and-healthy-kids-aligning-science-practice-and-policy-to
https://www.rwjf.org/en/library/research/2018/06/inspiring-and-powering-the-future--a-new-view-of-adolescence.html


Job-Related Stress and Symptoms of Depression Among Teachers and Among 
the General U.S. Adult Population

3x

2x



Schools can be a Source of Trauma 

“Mapping Triggers and Opportunities Activity.” National Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments, safesupportivelearning.ed.gov/sites/default/files/TSS_Building_Handout_3mapping_triggers.pdf. Accessed 19 
Oct. 2023. 

The Trauma-Sensitive Schools Training Package by the National Center of 

Safe Supportive Learning Environments includes the following possible 

triggers related to the built environment:

Triggers can result in a variety of fight, flight, or freeze responses that can 
be easily misunderstood or mishandled by staff who do not make the 
connection between the trigger and the current behavior.

• Loud, chaotic environments
• Odors
• Physical touch
• Confinement
• Witnessing violence between other individuals, such as 

peers fighting
• Areas of school experienced as unsafe, such as 

bathrooms or less well-monitored areas
• Emergency vehicles and police or fire personnel



Saint Anthony Park Elementary School

SPPS's standard is to design schools to provide a safe and secure environment. 
Students, staff, visitors, and the community should be able to regard the school 
as a safe haven in which to meet, learn and work.

SPPS Facilities Standards



Trauma Informed Care Principles

▪ 1. Recognize that trauma-related symptoms and behaviors originate from adapting to traumatic 
experiences

▪ 2. View trauma in the context of individuals’ environments

▪ 3. Minimize risk of re-traumatization or replicating prior trauma dynamics

▪ 4. Create a safe environment

▪ 5. Identify recovery from trauma as a primary goal

▪ 6. Support control, choice and autonomy

▪ 7. View trauma through a sociocultural lens

▪ 8. Foster trauma resistant skills

▪ 9. Develop strategies to address secondary trauma and promote self-care

▪ *Principles that are not readily applicable to the design of the built environment have been excluded from this list

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014. Trauma-Informed Care in Behavioral Health Services: A Treatment Improvement Protocol, Rockville, MD: US Department of Health and Human 
Services.



Two Sets of Six Principles

Pabel, J. & Ellis, A., 2015. Trauma-Informed 
Design: Definitions and Strategies for 
Architectural Implementation, Tallahassee, FL: 
Design Resources for Homelessness.

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration, 2014. SAMHSA's Concept of 
Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed 
Approach, Rockville, MD: Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration.



Encourage individual agency, 

welcome self-expression and offer 

choice for occupants

This might mean:

▪ Pinup Space for Personalization

▪ Mirrors in Play / Recreation Areas

▪ Choice Between Variety of 

Furniture Types / Activities

▪ Operable Windows & Shades

▪ Space for Growing Plants and 

Hands-On Activities

▪ Writable Surfaces

Empowerment & Personal Control

Each strategy requires conversations 
with the community to understand 
what this means to them. 

Pabel, J. & Ellis, A., 2015. Trauma-Informed Design: Definitions and Strategies for Architectural Implementation, 
Tallahassee, FL: Design Resources for Homelessness.



Understand that perceived safety is 

crucial as basic safety.  Prioritize 

clear wayfinding, sightlines and 

boundaries; minimize negative 

triggers; offer vantages of both 

prospect and refuge and paths of 

retreat; and recognize the role of 

program staff in creating a sense of 

safety and security

This might mean:

▪ Places of Refuge

▪ Clear Wayfinding

▪ Screened Boundary Conditions

▪ Inclusive Restrooms 

▪ Passive Observation Sightlines

Safety, Privacy and Personal Space

Each strategy requires conversations 
with the community to understand 
what this means to them. 

Pabel, J. & Ellis, A., 2015. Trauma-Informed Design: Definitions and Strategies for Architectural Implementation, 
Tallahassee, FL: Design Resources for Homelessness.



Create spaces that encourage 

camaraderie and collaboration and 

offer opportunities to belong

This might mean:

▪ Multi-Level Spaces

▪ Ties to Neighborhood, 

Community and Context

▪ Conversation Pieces

▪ Tailored Community Spaces 

▪ Community Resources

Sense of Community

Each strategy requires conversations 
with the community to understand 
what this means to them. 

Pabel, J. & Ellis, A., 2015. Trauma-Informed Design: Definitions and Strategies for Architectural Implementation, 
Tallahassee, FL: Design Resources for Homelessness.



Honor culture and identity while 

creating spaces that spark and 

nurture imagination, hope and 

aspiration

This might mean:

▪ Culturally Relevant Designs

▪ Preference for Natural or Soft 

Materials

▪ Reduce Visual Complexity

▪ Calming Color Schemes

▪ Nature Walks and Learning Trails

▪ Accessible Courtyards

▪ Local Artwork

Beauty and Meaning

Each strategy requires conversations 
with the community to understand 
what this means to them. 

Pabel, J. & Ellis, A., 2015. Trauma-Informed Design: Definitions and Strategies for Architectural Implementation, 
Tallahassee, FL: Design Resources for Homelessness.



Celebrate each individual's inherent 

worth, communicating positivity, 

emphasizing strengths, and 

maximizing potential

This might mean:

▪ Welcoming entry

▪ Thoughtful and well-designed 

storage

▪ Furniture and fixtures sized to 

occupant ages

▪ Use of side lighting near mirrors

▪ Project display spaces

▪ Equitable accessibility

Dignity and Self Esteem

Each strategy requires conversations 
with the community to understand 
what this means to them. 

Pabel, J. & Ellis, A., 2015. Trauma-Informed Design: Definitions and Strategies for Architectural Implementation, 
Tallahassee, FL: Design Resources for Homelessness.



Cultivate a comfortable, calm 

ambiance that supports relaxation, 

self-soothing, stress management 

and coping through design details 

such as lighting, sound mitigation, 

natural elements and access to 

nature

This might mean:

▪ Plentiful Natural Lighting / Views

▪ Design for Ease of Cleaning

▪ Interior Lighting for Circadian 

Rhythms

▪ Seating Integrated into Windows

▪ Soft Textures and Forms

Stress Management

Each strategy requires conversations 
with the community to understand 
what this means to them. 

Pabel, J. & Ellis, A., 2015. Trauma-Informed Design: Definitions and Strategies for Architectural Implementation, 
Tallahassee, FL: Design Resources for Homelessness.



Bruce Vento Elementary + 
Early Childhood Hub
Applying Trauma Informed Design Concepts 
in Early Phase Design of a New Project



St. Paul Public Schools - At a Glance

8%

22%

25%

30%

1%
14%

SPPS Demographic – Student 
Race/Ethnicity

Two or More Races

White

Native Hawaiian/Pacific
Islander
Black/African American

33,000 52%48%

SPPS Demographic – Student 
Gender

Male

Female

33,000
54%

16%

10%

8%

4%

8%

SPPS Demographic – Student 
Home Language

English

Hmong

Spanish

Karen

Somali

Other

33,000





▪ Merging two St. Paul Public 

School communities into one

▪ John A. Johnson School 

Community + Bruce Vento (BV) 

School Community combine at 

existing BV School

▪ Adding Early Childhood and Wrap 

Around Services (housing, legal, 

dental, ECFE, ECSE)

▪ Existing Elementary School stays 

in operation during construction

▪ New School opens in Fall of 2025

Bruce Vento Project Scope

New 
School



▪ Food Pantry

▪ Clothing Pantry (including diapers)

▪ Dental Services

▪ Housing Services 

▪ Legal Services 

▪ Mental Health Services

▪ Laundry

▪ Community kitchen

Wrap Around Services –
Achievement Plus

Partnership with: 









Back to School Night: our first engagement with the 
new BV Community



Back to School Night: our first engagement with the 
new BV Community



Back to School Night: our first engagement with the 
new BV Community



Stress Management

Dignity & Self-Esteem

Sense of Community

Safety, Privacy & Personal Space

Beauty & Meaning

Empowerment & Personal Control

Designing the Questions





Community Workshop

How would you like to see your 
culture, identity and community 
celebrated through art and story?

How can we make school playful?



▪ Rate your overall satisfaction:

• Outdoor teaching/learning opportunities (outdoor 
classrooms, opportunities to engage with the 
landscape) 

• Equitable access (accessibility, access to resources 
and space) 

• Opportunities to collaborate with other teachers and 
staff (shared work spaces, shared resources, time to 
connect) 

• Sense of security and control (clear wayfinding, 
sightlines, paths of retreat, refuge spaces, inclusive 
restrooms) 

• The school celebrates and represents its occupants 
(meaningful symbols and patterns, spaces that spark 
the imagination) 

• Opportunities for personalization (project display 
space, classroom display, flexible furniture, variety of 
settings)

• Welcoming and Inclusive (does the building make you 
feel welcome?) 

• Spaces that Support Student Mental Health (calming 
rooms, sensory rooms, accessible staff support)

Stress Management

Dignity & Self-Esteem

Sense of Community

Safety, Privacy & Personal Space

Beauty & Meaning

Empowerment & Personal Control

Dignity & Self-Esteem

Stress Management

Through the Lens of Trauma Informed Design: 
Teacher Surveys



Through the Lens of Trauma Informed Design: 
Student Surveys

Stress Management

Beauty & Meaning

Sense of Community / Dignity & Self-Esteem

Empowerment & Personal Control

Empowerment & Personal Control

Empowerment & Personal Control

Stress Management



Student Pre-Occupancy Survey



WE SEE…



Applications



Potential TID Strategies



Take colors off and 
put just tags

Dignity & Self-Esteem

Sense of Community

Beauty & Meaning

Stress Management

Empowerment & Personal Control

Safety, Privacy & Personal Space



Community Hub
Clothing Closet, Food Shelf, 
Advising Services in a 
welcoming space near the 
entry

Recessed Bench
Space to retreat from the 
Commons and observe

Eagle’s Nest Overlook
Celebrate Eagle school pride 
and create space for prospect

Mindfulness Courtyard
Calming outdoor space 
accessible from the Commons

Performance 
Platform
Feature space for sharing 
stories

Indoor Movement & Play
Interior commons stacked on both 
levels encourage movement and 
connection at the heart of the school

Rain Garden
Views of nature from all 
classrooms

Outdoor Classroom
Protected outdoor space for 
exploration and play

Community Commons
Welcoming community space 
directly accessible from main 
entry

Equitable Accessibility
Slopes are playfully integrated 
becoming an asset instead of a 
necessity

Staff Amenities
Intentional spaces that 
support staff well-being

Separate Service Path
Trash/loading dock areas 
are separated from learning 
spaces to reduce noise and 
odors

Bus Entry
Welcoming bus entry 
activates the north side 
of the building

Landscaping
40 new trees and native 
plantings that make the 
landscape a teaching tool

Project Display
Student project 
display space in all 
corridors





Geo-exchange

Solar



Hailey to add materials

Materiality



How might we design 
for all 6 principles in 
key spaces?



Learning Studio

Dignity & Self-Esteem

Sense of Community

Beauty & Meaning

Stress Management

Empowerment & Personal Control

Safety, Privacy & Personal Space



Main Entry



Main Entry



Neighborhood Commons



“Cuningham took the time to really listen to our 
school’s community. They developed an 
impressive, innovative approach to designing not 
just a state-of-the-art school, but a beautiful place 
for families and neighbors to gather together.”

Nicole Napierala, Bruce Vento Principal



https://essentials.edmarket.org/2024/01/
through-the-lens-of-trauma-informed-design/Additional 

Resources



Trauma Informed Design 
is just good design.



Q&A
Heidi Neumueller
AIA, NCARB, LEED AP
Associate Principal
hneumueller@cuningham.com

Hailey Wrasman
CID, IIDA, WELL AP
Certified Project Interior 
Designer
hwrasman@cuningham.com

Thank you! Pamela Bookhout
Project Manager
Saint Paul Public 
Schools
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