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Navigating 
Conversations 

with Families



Introduction
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Using a Trauma-Sensitive 
Approach for
Challenging Conversations
• Trauma sensitivity is not 

about treating trauma 
symptoms.

• Trauma sensitivity is about 
creating the environment in 
which a person is:
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1. Approached 
with empathy 

and 
understanding

2. Made to feel 
safe and 

supported both 
physically and 

emotionally

3. Empowered 
and viewed as a 

strong and 
resilient survivor 
with strengths to 

share



How can you incorporate 
trauma sensitivity?

1. Provide a safe and comforting 
environment

2. Be empathetic
3. Avoid blame or shame
4. Focus on partnership, not 

control or authority
5. Focus on student and family 

strengths (rather than 
weaknesses or challenges)
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Remember: 
Trauma sensitivity can be 
practiced by anyone and can 
be used in many situations.



Communication is Key

 Conversations about a student’s living situation are 
highly sensitive. 
 Have conversations about students’ housing 

arrangements in private spaces.

 Avoid using the word “homeless.”

 Gather information about the student’s living situation 
from the perspective of the parent, guardian, and/or 
youth.
 Provide context for your questions.
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FERPA

Information about a student’s living situation cannot be considered 
Directory Information under FERPA 

 In general, no talking to others outside of school/district staff about where 
the student is living without consent of the parent/eligible youth.

 Feedback from students
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I feel comfortable…

 Comfortable = prepared, relatively low anxiety

 Comfortable does not mean happy or excited
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Extremely 
uncomfortable

Extremely 
comfortable



Guidelines and Goals

 Your responses are only for you. You will not be required to share your specific 
answers.

 There are no “correct” answers. It is expected that reactions will vary.

 The goals for this activity:
 Think about topics that may need additional reflection, research, and/or preparation.

 Explore why you might feel uncomfortable. Remember that it is expected that you will 
feel uncomfortable talking about many of these topics, especially with families and 
youth you have recently met.

 Identify resources that may help you become more at ease, more informed, or more 
prepared to have these conversations.
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First Reactions?
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What can I do to feel more comfortable or 
more prepared?

 Work off of a pre-written list of questions or topics (e.g. NCHE’s Determining Eligibility brief)

 Prepare a comprehensive list of resources to hand to parents and youth (You can use our 
template as a starting point)

 Participate in professional development

 Read and share articles with colleagues

 Create a list of internal referrals, such as referrals to the school counselor to handle mental 
health or trauma

 Take time to reflect on areas of discomfort

NYS-TEACHS - (800) 388-2014 11



Spotlight on NYS-TEACHS 
Resources: Tips for 
Navigating Challenging 
Conversations

Challenging Conversation Topics Include:

• Family providing vague or generalized 
answers to questions about where they 
are living

• Questions about adequacy of the living 
arrangement

• Questions about continued eligibility 
where the family has been doubled-up 
for an extended time

• Different versions of the story

• Lack of enrollment documentation

• Unaccompanied youth
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The Challenge: A family 
has been living at the 

same address for more 
than a year, and you are 

unsure if the housing 
should still be considered 

temporary.
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The Challenge: An 
unaccompanied youth 
shows up at a school 
or enrollment office 
without any paperwork 
wanting to sign up for 
school. 
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The Challenge: A 
family’s housing 

situation seems to be 
fixed and regular, but 

you need to know if it is 
also adequate.
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The Challenge: A 
student who is 
temporarily housed is 
exhibiting challenging 
behavior in school 
and/or is repeatedly 
absent.
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Resources

 Educate district staff and 
administrators about McKinney-Vento 
eligibility and services – Under ESSA, 
this is now a Liaison requirement! 
 Trainings and webinars

 NYS-TEACHS Tip Sheet Series 

 Share resources on trauma sensitivity and 
trauma-sensitive schools

 NYS-TEACHS + Urban Arts Partnership 
Registration Simulation video highlights 
the importance of conversations in 
McKinney-Vento identification and 
service delivery.
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NYS-TEACHS
800-388-2014 
Email: info@nysteachs.org
Website: www.nysteachs.org
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