
The Trigger Phase: Focus on Calming  
 

 

At any moment something can happen in the classroom to trigger a calm student. The lesson may be 

experienced by the student as frustrating or too hard, or they may become bored causing their mind to wander 

and remember an awful incident that happened at home. Even still, another student may intentionally or 

unintentionally do something that triggers the student. When you are able to quickly recognize that something 

has happened to change the student’s mood and emotion regulation, and you are able to respond with co-

regulation supports, you will have a good chance of re-engaging the student in learning and helping them to 

return to a state of calm. 

  

The Trigger Phase of the Acting Out Cycle is the point at which a stimulus prompts a trauma response in a 

child.  While you can’t account for and control 

all possible triggers, you can respond in ways 

that minimize escalation and re-traumatization, 

teach expected behaviors, and validate the 

students’ emotional state. Intervening in this 

stage of the acting out cycle requires both 

preparation and on-the-spot problem 

solving.  

 

PREPARATION 
 

Start students who have a pattern of escalating behavior.  Be on the lookout for what may be triggering their 

emotions and behaviors so that you can help to prevent it or quickly resolve it.  

 

As discussed in the first micro-learning brief, it is important to act with emotional neutrality. When a 

student resists complying or has an aggressive response to redirection, it is instinctive to react with a similarly 

intense emotional reaction. However, yelling back, using a harsh tone, or immediately sending a student out of 

the room rarely improves behavior in the moment or long-term. Instead, respond by maintaining a neutral 

body posture and go low and slow: speak with a low vocal tone and a slow pace of speaking.   

Observe Examine what is taking place immediately before any off-task behavior. 

Remove Eliminate triggers that can be avoided, such as unnecessary social interactions, frequent 

unpredictable changes in schedules, chaotic activity/room transitions, etc. 

Teach & 

Re-Teach 

Teach calming strategies such as ways of managing frustration, re-teach classroom 

expectations that are not being met and result in triggering off-task behavior. 

Support Create a safe and supportive environment with concrete opportunities for students to 

manage their emotions, such as a calming center. Make sure students know that you and 

other adults in the building are there to support them through emotional challenges. 

Track   Track when emotional and behavioral outbursts occur throughout the day and week.  This 

will help you identify what may be triggering the student and pinpoint and plan for times 

in the day and week when the student needs additional support. 

https://www.edutopia.org/article/role-emotion-co-regulation-discipline
https://www.edutopia.org/article/role-emotion-co-regulation-discipline
https://5ef1df80-84a7-49be-a188-dc2a261bb9d5.filesusr.com/ugd/fc6e9a_3d72334aeabe46d886a83daf46f8d296.pdf


Behavioral Tracking Sheet  
Outburst 8-9am 9-10am 10-11am 11-12pm 12-1pm 1-2pm 2-3pm 

Yelling across 

the class 

    |||   

Out of seat 

excessively 

||| |   |||| || |||| 

Walking out of 

classroom 

    |  || 

 

ON-THE-SPOT PROBLEM-SOLVING 
 

As soon as you notice that a student’s mood, behavior, or demeanor is not conducive for learning, intervene 

quickly, quickly intervene with regulating supports. Below, is a chart of common triggers, along with 

preventative and in-the-moment intervention strategies. 

 

Common Triggers  Supportive Teacher Strategies 

SOCIAL  

• Conflict with classmate  • Separate students who may trigger each other 

• Conflict with teacher  • Model conflict resolution skills  

• Public reprimands  • Use private redirections   

COGNITIVE   

• Work that is too easy • Differentiate work based on ability  

• Work that is too challenging  • Chunk challenging work into smaller, more manageable sections  

• Unstructured time  • Have a plan for students who complete work early 

• Unclear instructions • Do checks for understanding before moving forward   

PHYSICAL   

• Location of seat in room or 

on rug 

• Ensure students have personal space at desks and on rug 

• Sitting for long periods • Provide movement and brain breaks 

• Frequent and/or chaotic 

transitions   

• Limit need for transitions  

EMOTIONAL  

• Embarrassment (esp. making 

an error among peers) 

• Support students in being successful in front of their peers and 

gradually develop a culture that values mistakes  

• Fear, frustration, anger • Offer safety: come close, while honoring the student’s personal 

space. Do not block the exit. Reassure the student that you will 

maintain safety.  

• Loss of personal power or 

control 

• Verbal reprimands should be done quietly and privately whenever 

possible and should always be respectful.   

• Displaced anger from 

another situation 

• Offer solutions: An agitated brain is not good at problem-solving. 

Eg. “Please go and get a drink of water, so you can cool down a bit.”  

• Thoughts of past trauma • Have a calming center in class where students can go when they are 

having difficult thoughts  

 

 

De-escalation briefs are archived at TREPEducator.org/deescalation-microlearning. Please access and 

review as needed.    

https://www.trepeducator.org/deescalation-microlearning

