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Throughout the past 19 months of the COVID-19
pandemic, the words “We are all in this together” have
resounded across Canada and around the world. This
phrase can be interpreted many ways. In both global and
local contexts, it suggests that each of us has to do our part
to care for and protect one another to reduce the spread of
the virus. However, the pandemic is affecting individuals
and communities in very different ways (Dawe, 2021;
Warren & Bordoloi, 2020) and has created great divides
socially, politically, economically, and intellectually
) i T ' (Bascaramurty, 2020; Statistics Canada, 2020, Yang et al.,
knowing, doing, and being in early childhood 2020; Yong, 2021). COVID-19 has shone a bright light—
COTELELE not only on social injustices and inequalities, especially
for vulnerable and marginalized people, but also on
diverse and often dichotomous viewpoints within the
early years field. If we are truly “all in this together,” how
do we in the early years field support each other’s hearts
and minds while also supporting diversity and inclusion?

This article discusses the potential that trauma-
informed pedagogy and social-emotional
learning practices hold for supporting educators
during the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond.
The authors bring a critical lens to considering
these approaches, noting some limitations
and provisos in their use. We advocate for
dialogue, mentorship, and professional learning
in using them not only to support educators
but to authentically include diverse ways of
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We, Marie-Anne Hudson and Lori Huston, in our separate roles as advocates for early childhood education (ECE)
and early childhood educators (ECEs), have been listening throughout the pandemic to the voices and fears of
the ECE community, locally through our ECE connections and nationally through the media. Narratives have
emerged in the media about “essential” and “nonessential” workers. As advocates with long histories of working in
the early years field, we recognize ECEs as unquestionably essential to the fabric of Canadian society. We respect
their knowledge and practice in the care, protection, and education of children. And we are passionate about
supporting them in navigating the changes COVID-19 has brought to our field.

As advocates, we believe that if we going to examine the pandemic’s effects on the early years field at this moment
through a magnifying glass, we would be remiss if we did not also take out binoculars to view its farther-
reaching effects and long-term implications for early childhood policy and practice. On one hand, the pandemic

OCTOBER 2021 53 Vol. 46 No. 3


mailto:mahudson@nf.sympatico.ca
mailto:le.huston@outlook.com

JOURNAL OF CHILDHOOD STUDIES ARTICLES FROM RESEARCH

is providing an impetus for growth and change, as in the federal governments April 2021 announcement of a
plan for universal child care (Government of Canada, 2021a). On the other hand, COVID-19 has caused stress,
anxiety, and trauma—individual and collective trauma (Sherwood et al., 2021), both in society at large and in early
childhood environments.

The well-being of many children and families has diminished in social isolation (Warren & Bordoloi, 2020). Many
are struggling to access education and basic life necessities. ECEs” well-being has diminished too. Many ECEs we
have talked to are afraid about children’s and their own exposure to a virus that has taken many lives and strained
both the health care system and the economy. Some educators wonder how to balance the care and education of
young children with protecting themselves and their loved ones from viruses, now and in the future. In a recent
interview with Lori, Jerephine Williams Sakakeep from North Caribou Lake First Nation in Ontario said that
“coming to work and making sure everyone is safe, and following new pandemic community protocols, which
change from time to time, has been [her] biggest challenge” (AECEO, 2021, p. 11). Throughout this pandemic,
ECEs have been forerunners of providing universal care and precautions while following strict safety protocols, but
many report feeling ill-equipped, as Canadian society “reopens,” to work with the stress and trauma COVID-19
continues to create.

In this article, we consider whether trauma-informed pedagogy (TIP) and social-emotional learning (SEL)
practices hold potential to create pathways toward supporting the hearts and minds of educators as well as young
children during the COVID-19 pandemic and beyond. We begin by locating ourselves and our advocacy work in
the field. Then, drawing from a review of TIP and SEL literature' that we conducted for an earlier purpose and from
our advocacy work, we define TIP and SEL and explore the possibilities these approaches ignite in early childhood
environments. This discussion highlights intersections and overlap between the two concepts, including their
affinity with Indigenous ways of knowing and being, and also notes some limitations and provisos in working with
TIP and SEL approaches. Our focus is exploring the capacity of these strategies to support ECEs” hearts and minds
in their work with young children and to respect diverse ways of knowing and being. Following some suggestions
for future research, practice, and policy development related to these approaches, we draw a few conclusions in
support of storying an early years field in which we are truly are “all in this together”

Our journeys of support and advocacy

We, Marie-Anne and Lori, have long-standing backgrounds supporting ECEs in engaging authentically with
children and families in ways that support wholistic development. We are acutely aware of the impacts of trauma
and adverse childhood experiences on the lives of children and families, and we share an understanding of the
role that ECEs play in mediating children’s social-emotional learning—and of the secondary trauma they may
experience when caring for and supporting children and families who have experienced trauma (Sherwood et al.,
2021). Marie-Anne has worked in ECE in various capacities for over 30 years and currently develops programs and
policies for the early childhood sector on Canada’s east coast. She recently completed a graduate degree in ECE
through the University of British Columbia, focusing on social-emotional learning for children and educators.
Marie-Anne has a keen interest in narrative pedagogy and examines early childhood frameworks and practices
from a critical, feminist perspective informed by Karen Barad’s (2014) ideas about diffraction. Lori’s background
includes 12 years of coordinating an Indigenous ECE postsecondary diploma program with Oshki-Wenjack in
Thunder Bay, Ontario. For more than 25 years, Lori provided trauma-informed education embedded in Indigenous
teachings—working toward decolonizing education, without naming it or knowing her Indigenous ancestry,
alongside Elders, Indigenous families, and educators. Due in part to Canada’s colonial fabric, Lori learned only
recently of her Métis ancestry. She is now a citizen of the Métis Nation in Ontario. Her research, practices, and
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projects focus on leadership in Indigenous ECE and highlight Indigenous pedagogies connected to reconciliation,
place, and land-based teachings.

Both of us are on journeys of support and advocacy in the ECE field, Lori more directly with educators and
Marie-Anne at the macro level, creating and revising policies in an ever-changing, ever-expanding field.
During this unprecedented time in our global history with the pandemic and soaring social injustices, ECEs
across Canada have expressed to both of us feelings of fear, stress, and anxiety. While we were aware prior to
COVID-19 that early learning and child care in Canada was in a fragile state—due in large part to a lack of a
national framework or universal access—we became increasingly concerned about how those directly working
and interacting with children were managing during the pandemic. These concerns led us to think critically about
the need for trauma-informed pedagogies in early childhood and the availability of professional development and
resources for educators in supporting both children’s well-being and their own. Lori’s work with trauma-informed
practices (TIPs) and Marie-Anne’s research into social-emotional learning (SEL) led us to conclude that these two
approaches, particularly in combination, hold potential to support hearts and minds—of children, certainly, but
also of educators—provided that the approaches themselves are supported with professional learning, mentorship,
and dialogue. We suggest that when TIPs and SEL are interconnected, opportunities arise for social growth and
transformation.

We do, however, bring a critical lens to considering these approaches. At the heart of this article is our deep desire
to create space to story ECEs’ diverse voices as they navigate the challenges and opportunities created by the
COVID-19 pandemic. A central path in our own ways of knowing, being, and doing is the concept of community.
Therefore, we advocate for grounding these approaches in community, and we suggest that TIP and SEL programs
must consider both developmental knowledge and Indigenous knowledges of inclusive, diverse, and wholistic
ways to support and connect the heart and mind. We argue that evidence-based scripted or prepackaged programs
may have positive outcomes for some children and educators, but they will not be appropriate for all. TIP and SEL
practices must consider the local context, local knowledges, individual differences, communities’ vision for their
own children, and cultural identity, among other factors, some of which we touch on in this article.

Next, we define the terms TIP and SEL, as we use them, and then explain why we think they are important for early
childhood educators, particularly during these unprecedented times.

What are trauma-informed pedagogy and social-emotional learning?

The concept of trauma-informed practice (TIP) originated in the health care field in the 1970s when medical
professionals identified widespread posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) among returning Vietnam War veterans
(Ohio Leadership Advisory Council, n.d.). The concept was brought to education after a large-scale study by
Felliti and colleagues (1998) of the impact of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs, i.e., trauma) on children’s
development. The two-year study of 17,000 adults “provided evidence about the significant prevalence of adverse
experiences in the lives of children ... and the critical need to invest in interventions to prevent and interrupt the
long-term consequences of ACEs as early as possible” (Nicholson et al., 2018, p. x).

Trauma-informed practices (TIPs) integrate “various strengths-based and relationship-based approaches and
theories that all aim to do no further harm” (Nicholson et al., 2018, p. x) when someone has been traumatized. For
example, in the context of childhood trauma, the specific goal of TIP is to not retraumatize the child but rather
“to guide [the] child toward health and healing” (p. x). We want to emphasize that TIPs are not intended to treat
trauma. Instead, these practices prioritize principles of “safety; trustworthiness and transparency; peer support;
collaboration and mutuality; empowerment, voice and choice” (SAMHSA, 2014, p. 10). We suggest that these
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principles must be embedded within a culturally responsive framework that pays attention to social-emotional
learning (SEL).

Like TIP, SEL is not a theory; rather, it is a process “through which children and adults understand and manage
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive
relationships, and make responsible decisions” (Collaborative for Academic Social Emotional Learning [CASEL],
2021, para. 1). In our view, there is a strong connection between SEL and Indigenous perspectives that are rooted
in relationships with the natural world and other people (e.g., the self, the family, ancestors, clan, community,
nation, and other nations). In our experience, thoughtful weaving of relation-based Indigenous knowledge
into early childhood curricula, done in partnership with Indigenous people, strengthens pedagogical processes
experienced by both Indigenous and non-Indigenous learners, because wholistic learning engages all four domains
of knowledge—spiritual, cognitive, emotional, physical—to nourish wholistic development.> Below we explore in
more detail how these approaches can support hearts and minds in the early years field.

How can TIP and SEL support early childhood educators?

We all experience trauma in our lives. Adverse experiences are part of the human experience. But the injustices
and realities of our current times—racism, rampant violence, the devastating effects of climate change, and now,
a deadly pandemic—are making trauma a more frequent, more complex experience in all arenas of Canadian life,
including early childhood environments. In responding to these experiences, trauma-informed SEL programs can
provide a useful framework—when applied in culturally responsive ways.

Trauma is by no means experienced equally. For example, all Indigenous people in Canada have inherited trauma
connected to a loss of culture and place due to many generations being forcibly removed from their families,
communities, and homelands (Sam, 2019, p. 9) in acts of attempted assimilation that amounted to genocide (Truth
and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). This inherited trauma lives alongside the trauma of experiencing
racism and its effects on a daily basis (Clark, 2016). These effects include being disproportionately impacted by the
COVID-19 pandemic due to “factors such as ... lack of access to effective monitoring and early-warning systems,
and adequate health and social services” (United Nations, n.d.). It is clear that the pandemic has been experienced
unequally. It is also clear that it affects us all, either directly in the form of illness or isolation or indirectly through
constant media alerts and reminders. We must remember, however, as we have heard many times throughout the
pandemic (e.g., Dawe, 2021), that while we may all be navigating the same storm, we are in different boats.

As advocates in early childhood education, we are keenly aware that educators too have been affected differently
by COVID. While K-12 schools, colleges, and universities switched to online teaching and learning early in the
pandemic, early years environments were deemed to be essential services, and ECEs were immediately faced
with managing their own fears and anxieties as they looked for ways to support children and families. Questions
emerged from ECEs in some provinces and territories as to why it was okay for child care centres to reopen when
it was deemed unsafe for schools and universities to open their doors. During this time, Lori took on the critical
role of community organizing to amplify the voices of educators, families, operators, and social movement allies
in responding to policy decisions in the wake of COVID-19. This work was done in communities of practice
with the Association of Early Childhood Educators Ontario (AECEO) and within the Rising Indigenous Voices
mentorship program. In Ontario, while home child care remained open, licensed child care centres closed and the
early childhood workforce was laid off in large numbers; families were left to take on dual roles in working from
home while caring for and educating their children. The Ontario government’s lack of communication, clarity,
and support for the sector left operators, educators, and families isolated and anxious as they struggled to find
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information and a sense of community. The situation was different in Newfoundland and Labrador. Following
an initial two-week lockdown, the provincial government provided funding and other supports and resources to
ensure that regulated child care centres and family homes that had essential workers enrolled were supported in
being open; no staft were laid off if services availed themselves of the funding. A daily public news release provided
updates, and the Department of Education also provided regular updates through e-mails and FAQ memos. In
each territory and province, the government response was different (Childcare Resource and Research Unit, 2020,
2021; Friendly, Forer, & Vickerson, 2020), which resulted in markedly different experiences of the pandemic in
different parts of the country.

So, while the pandemic’s effects have been unequal, this highly contagious virus has forever changed the ways of
knowing, being, and doing in our field. We, Marie-Anne and Lori, view TIP and SEL in much the same way. Just
as it is wise to assume that anyone we encounter could be carrying the virus and therefore we should practice
precautions in all of our interactions with others, we suggest it is likely that everyone in the early childhood
environment has experienced trauma; therefore, implementing high-quality universal wellness promotion
programs such as TIP and SEL supports the social and emotional well-being of all. While there is no “one-size fits
all” approach and programs must be applied in culturally responsive ways, research documents positive short- and
long-term outcomes in their implementation (e.g., Bond & Hauf, 2004; Durlack et al., 2011; Jones & Doolittle,
2017). Trauma will be a salient consideration as children and educators return to early childhood environments in
the coming days, weeks, months, and years post-pandemic. Therefore, we as advocates would like to see the kinds
of TIP and SEL strategies now being used to support children adapted to support educators, as we discuss next.

Adapting strategies for supporting children to support educators

Many TIP and SEL approaches are outlined in the literature to support children in developing SEL competencies,
including, for example, SEL in support of school readiness (Mashburn & Pianta, 2006), equity-seeking frameworks
(Jagers et al., 2019), relational approaches (Whitington & McInnes, 2017), the “power threat meaning” framework
(Harper & Cromby, 2020; Read & Harper, 2020), and many others (e.g., Dorado et al., 2016; Greenberg et al., 2003;
Hatton-Bowers et al., 2020; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Many of these approaches can inform programs for
educators or be adapted to support educators.

Some SEL approaches used with children have already proven beneficial for adults. For example, Razza and
colleagues (2019) examined an eight-week yoga program for preschoolers living in communities coping with
extreme trauma. Not only did the program provide social-emotional benefits for children, but the researchers also
noted benefits for the staff, who had a high prevalence of PTSD themselves. The participants in another study also
acknowledged the benefits of mindfulness training, specifically for improving the quality of interpersonal and
intrapersonal relationships (Hatton-Bowers et al., 2020). The study participants noted that mindfulness involves
intentionality, self-awareness, being present, taking a pause, and considering a response. Programs that teach and
support mindfulness could be beneficial for ECEs who are dealing with the stresses and risks of the workplace
during a pandemic.

As we noted above, there is a strong ontological connection between SEL approaches and Indigenous pedagogies,
and some of the fruitful examples in our literature review were derived from the latter. For example, Hodson et al.
(2020) heard from more than 30 Indigenous educators who shared their passion for changing their current outdoor
learning environments to include traditional knowledges and practices that support TIP. These educators had
visions of including Elders in programming, incorporating cultural teachings on the land, and connecting children
to how the land supports their identity and interconnectedness with all beings (Cajete, 2000). The educators found
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that a heightened awareness of identity resulted in unique, community-driven forms of land-based learning.
For example, one community of Indigenous educators hosted a three-day hunting camp for women and girls
(participants ranged in age from 3 to 57) to shoot and clean a moose together (Hodson et al., 2020, p. 11).

Grief is another part of the COVID-19 trauma experience—more than 28,000 Canadians have died with the virus
so far (Government of Canada, 2021b). Both of us, Marie-Anne and Lori, experienced profound personal losses
during the pandemic. Marie-Anne’s mother and Lori’s father both passed away. We know firsthand the pain of
navigating COVID-19 protocols in relation to funeral and burial services, and of grieving those losses in isolation
without the supportive presence of our communities and extended families. We know that many educators,
children, and families experienced similar losses and grief. We suggest that ECEs are uniquely positioned to
support children, families, colleagues, and themselves during grief and other stressful times through their
knowledge and experiences with tools and strategies based on their everyday practices. For example, while a vast
array of commercial resources such as children’s books that address emotions are available, narrative pedagogy or
storytelling is a useful alternative strategy that can be supportive and culturally sensitive. Another way to support
educators (or for educators to provide mutual support) is through social activities and hands-on projects like
growing food or creating art that offer opportunities for self-expression or for connecting with others, including
the land. These activities could be made available in the context of a community of practice and/or in conjunction
with professional learning about SEL and TIP.

Any SEL or TIP approaches developed or adapted to support educators need to be designed flexibly, because
ECEs are diverse and the ways in which they respond to change or to trauma are diverse. For example, some
educators are very comfortable with technology and connecting in the digital world while others are not. This
diversity reinforces the idea that a one-size-fits-all program is unlikely to be appropriate and that multimodal
understandings and practice are required.

Implications for research, practice, and policy in the early years field

SEL and TIP approaches in early childhood environments have only begun to emerge in the past decade (Oberle et
al., 2016). Given a rapidly changing global landscape and ever-increasing stresses, traumas, and challenges in our
society, we expect that research in these areas will develop exponentially in the coming months and years. Yet, how
this research will look as we forge ahead in living with COVID-19 amid the many social injustices the pandemic
has brought to light remains unknown.

Record-Lemon and Buchanan (2017), motivated by an influx of immigrants from war-torn countries, conducted
an extensive (pre-COVID) literature review of TIPs in schools.’ They highlight a scarcity of research into TIP in
Canada, which they note “is in stark contrast to the significant number of studies being conducted in the United
States or overseas” (p. 301). Clearly this is a research gap that needs to be filled to inform our field about the
usefulness of TIPS in specific Canadian contexts. Nicholson et al. (2018) describe a number of TIP approaches
studied in early childhood contexts in the US. One they mention that would appear to be particularly appropriate
for research with educators is somatization—body aches and pains that result from traumatic stress (Gray, 2007).
Another promising area for research is what Oberle and Schonert-Reichl (2016) call stress contagion; they found
a connection between educator burnout and stress levels of their young learners. Further studies in this area could
contribute to promoting the well-being of both children and educators.

Wessincerely hope that research in these practice areas expands to include educators as well as children. We also hope
to see Indigenous ways of knowing included in research about SEL and TIP because we feel these two approaches
align with Indigenous perspectives on the child’s wholistic well-being, the centrality of family and community,
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and the land as a teacher. And, as the government of Canada moves forward with a national early learning and
child care plan that is promised to be a community-based system of quality care (Government of Canada, 2021a),
we will continue our advocacy work to remind the policy designers that “universal” is not to be interpreted as
“one size fits all” but rather the plan must meet the needs of diverse communities so that high-quality, affordable,
inclusive early learning and child care is provided no matter where one lives in Canada. To build such a system, it
is essential that ECEs are empowered to engage in the process. In doing so, they will support both the children of
today and the children of the future.

Navigating new ways of knowing and doing

COVID-19 has changed the ways of knowing and doing for ECEs at the most basic level. Keeping six feet apart is
counterintuitive for ECEs, who use interactive and hands-on approaches to care and learning. But necessity leads
to discovery, and many ECEs discovered that it’s easier to keep children six feet apart outdoors. Further, COVID
has prompted at least one study on the benefits of outdoor play (Lawson Foundation, 2020). Perhaps this research
might lead provincial curriculum developers to consider the value of land-based teaching and learning and the
social, emotional, cognitive, and spiritual benefits for children and educators. It presents an opportunity for all
provinces and territories to include outdoor-based programs inclusive of Indigenous pedagogies in policy and
curriculum.

As we engage new ways of knowing and doing to build safe, healthy relationships with the children in our care and
with our colleagues, we must keep in mind that we don’t have to work in isolation. Let’s ensure that we continue
to support each other with a wholistic perspective that values cognitive knowledge, self-awareness, emotional
growth, social growth, and spiritual development equally.

COVID-19 is a traumatic event that has affected each and every one of us. In that sense, we are literally “all in
it together,” but in differing ways. Moving forward into an unknown future, the principles of TIP outlined by
SAMHSA (2014) would serve our field well—safety, trustworthiness, transparency, peer support, collaboration,
mutuality, choice, voice, and empowerment. For us as advocates for ECEs and the early years field, empowerment
has been a tough one throughout this pandemic. How is empowerment possible when we are all powerless over
a virus and when so many in our field have been held captive—isolated—for 19 months? But as the country
“reopens,” the pandemic is offering the early years field an opportunity to change the narrative of ECE and ECEs.
There can no longer be any doubt in the public mind that ECE is essential, not only from a social or economic
perspective in ensuring that Canadian society can function, but from a social-emotional perspective that honours
ECEs’ strength and resiliency in navigating the unprecedented and the unknown. While everyone’s pathway
forward will be different, we can through dialogue, advocacy, and professional learning support one another’s
hearts and minds. If, as a field, we do this, we can then say with authenticity that we are truly “in this together”

L Our review focused on the Canadian context, in part because we live and work in Canada and because ECE settings in this country are a
patchwork system of private and nonprofit, regulated and unregulated, family and commercially based arrangements which, at the time of this
writing, are not supported by federal policies or frameworks (Friendly, Ballantyne, & Anderson, 2020). As advocates, we would like to see TIP
and SEL approaches inform the development of the universal child care plan that the federal government promised in the 2021 budget speech
(Government of Canada, 2021a).

2 This example of a decolonizing approach to the SEL curriculum highlights the principle of doing no further harm.

3 We anticipate that research in TIP and SEL practices conducted before the pandemic will guide policy planners and curriculum developers
toward supporting current and ongoing advancements in ECE.
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