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Abstract

Complex trauma is both a product and a source of
significant multidimensional inequality, including
profound disruption to survivors’ educational
trajectories. Nonetheless, educational researchers
have not previously engaged with adult survivors
who study online, contradicting the key principle of
collaboration within a trauma-informed approach.
This qualitative instrumental collective case study
explored how adults with a history of complex
trauma experience postsecondary open/online
learning. Findings included participants’ struggles
with executive functioning, challenges regulating
emotion and dealing with a heightened perception
of threat, re-experiencing trauma, negative beliefs
about the self, and difficulties navigating
relationships. These trauma impacts affected not
only participants’ learning and course experience,
but also their experience of applying, registering,
and accessing financial aid. Nonetheless,
participants are demonstrably skilled in managing
the impacts of their trauma and are driven to learn,
placing the highest intrinsic value on education.
Top priorities for the implementation of trauma-
informed educational practices identified by
participants included establishing safety; trust and
transparency; and empowerment, voice, and
choice. Implications include enhancing equity and
inclusion for survivors of complex trauma through
the implementation of trauma-informed educational
practices in open/online postsecondary contexts.
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Survivors of Complex Trauma as Adult Online Learners

Introduction

Traumatic life experiences are common across the globe. In the United States, about 70% of
first-year students have experienced at least one traumatic life event; about 25% have probable
posttraumatic stress disorder (Cusack et al., 2019). Notably, in open and online postsecondary
environments, the proportion of students with a life history of trauma may be even higher
(Davidson, 2017; Giano et al., 2020; Toombs et al., 2022).

Complex trauma is a distinct subset of trauma stemming from extremely threatening or horrific
events that extend over time and from which escape is difficult or impossible; examples include
torture, slavery, human trafficking, genocide campaigns, and prolonged domestic violence and
child abuse (World Health Organization [WHO], 2022). The limited research available suggests
at least 12% of undergraduate students are survivors of complex trauma (Windle et al., 2018).

The experience of complex trauma profoundly impacts survivors’ educational trajectories.
Compared to those without a trauma history, survivors have double the risk of completing no
educational qualifications (Hardcastle et al., 2018), and a survivor who graduates from high
school is 56% less likely to complete an undergraduate degree within six years (Otero, 2021).

This study focused on the experience and needs of complex trauma survivors pursuing
postsecondary education online. An extensive literature review did not identify any
peer-reviewed research in this area, which is a troubling gap. Listening to and collaborating with
survivors is an essential element of trauma-informed practice, which calls on organizations to
resist inflicting ongoing harm on survivors (Becker-Blease, 2017; Petrone & Stanton, 2021;
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration [SAMHSA], 2014). Given the
educational impacts of complex trauma and substantial numbers of student survivors,
universities should make every effort to avoid “recruiting for failure” (Kelly & Mills, 2007, p. 150),
inflicting lifelong financial damage through student loan debt for those who do not complete their
programs (Lockwood & Webber, 2023), and causing other forms of harm.

Methodology
Philosophical Assumptions

The transformative research framework provided the primary philosophical underpinning for the
study,? supported by critical realism, a subjectivist epistemology coupled with a realist ontology
(Botha, 2021; Creswell & Poth, 2018). The realist ontology was an essential component of the
trauma-informed approach within this research; it affirms traumatic reality, disrupting the
widespread tendency to discredit and silence survivors and to permit perpetrators to name and
define reality (Herman, 1997).

Research Design and Data Collection

This project used an instrumental collective case study design. Participants were recruited via a
link in the student portal at a Canadian open/online university. An initial screening survey, the
Adverse Childhood Experiences International Questionnaire or ACE-1Q (WHO, 2020a)
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accompanied by questions to establish interest and eligibility, was completed by 118
respondents. Of these, 89 (75%) met criteria for inclusion.

Three participants were ultimately selected and engaged in the case study (Shoch, 2020). Each
chose between an online interview and a detailed questionnaire. Participants were also invited
to submit digital artefacts to illuminate their experience as online learners.

Participants

Case study participants were aged 28 to 41. Their scores on the ACE-IQ ranged from 10 to 11
of a possible 13 (WHO, 2020b), more than double the score considered high or indicative of
complex trauma (Facer-Irwin et al., 2021; Maunder & Hunter, 2021). Two participants identified
as female and one as nonbinary masculine. Two were undergraduates and one was a graduate
student.

Data Analysis

Coding of the interview transcript and questionnaire responses took place in stages. | completed
pre-coding on printouts before using three manual coding methods in sequence: in vivo,
emotion, and values coding (Saldafa, 2016). Analytic memos were written throughout the
coding process to support the analysis. Codes were amalgamated and themed before
autocoding was completed in NVivo 12 and compared with the manual coding.

Validation

Validation was achieved through triangulation of multiple data sources, member checking, and
creation of thick, rich descriptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Member checking involved sending
drafts to each participant for review and feedback; participants’ feedback was incorporated into
subsequent drafts.

Findings

Four themes emerged in response to the main research question: How do adult/postsecondary
learners with a history of complex trauma experience online learning, and what are their unique
needs in this environment?

Theme 1: Impacts on Learning

Participants identified numerous impacts of complex trauma that affected them as online
learners both within their courses and in other interactions with the university such as applying,
registering, and accessing financial aid. These impacts included challenges with executive
functioning; negative beliefs about the self; difficulties with relationships and affect regulation;
re-experiencing traumatic events; and an ongoing heightened perception of threat.

Executive-function-related issues included limited working memory and challenges with
planning and organization. For example, one participant stated that “by the time | finish
[reading], say, two sentences, | forget the first sentence that I've read.” Another stated that she
“find[s] it challenging to stay on track,” particularly in self-directed online courses.
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Participants described negative beliefs about the self, including a stigmatized or shamed
identity. One participant said trauma “has had an effect on my self[-]Jesteem and my belief in my
ability to complete school,” despite her track record of success. Another stated that “fear of
stigma and rejection follows me like a dark cloud wherever | go,” resulting in anxiety and panic
attacks when interacting with other students online.

Relational difficulties with faculty, staff, and other students were described by all participants, as
were challenges with affect regulation. For example, one participant described “ongoing issues
attached to the trauma which cause highs and lows mentally. It makes it difficult to focus or
causes procrastination.” Another discussed “spillover”: when she becomes overwhelmed at
school, it becomes more difficult for her to manage her personal life and responsibilities (and
vice versa).

Re-experiencing past traumatic events and living with ongoing elevated fear were additional
complex trauma impacts participants found disruptive for their learning. One participant
mentioned auditory and visual flashbacks while engaging in learning, coupled with persistent
hypervigilance and fear of violence. Another mentioned being “too afraid” to apply to in-person
courses; she chose to study online as a result.

Theme 2: Competent and Capable

Participants expressed and demonstrated their competence and capability as learners
navigating impacts of complex trauma.

One participant described herself as “well versed in trauma-informed care.” She notices when

she becomes triggered and “will go take some time for myself.” She demonstrates strong skills
in self-advocacy, explaining that “I seem to get a fairly positive response [from university staff]

most of the time when | explain that | need help.”

Another participant articulated their need to “accommodate mental health challenges and
overcome symptoms of trauma in order to engage with content.” One strategy they use
successfully is to self-soothe by “having my textbook read aloud to me” when they are
experiencing flashbacks.

The third participant recognized and worked within her limits, pacing herself carefully as she
takes courses “one by one and online.” Her competence in managing impacts of her trauma
was visible not only in her successful completion of courses, but in her matriculation to
university after completing her GED, an achievement attained by a minority of GED recipients
(Rossi & Bower, 2018).

Theme 3: Intrinsic Value of Education

All participants emphasized their belief in the intrinsic value of education and their pride in
engaging in it. One participant stated that “adult online learning has given me opportunities of
intellectual and academic growth | thought was never possible.” Their pride as they described
their “educational resilience” was palpable. A second said that “the biggest reward [in learning]
is just finishing a course for me.” A third expressed her pride and determination to succeed in
her emphatic statement “I can do this!”
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Theme 4. Wanting To Be Seen (and Unseen)

The participants’ desire to be seen emerged as a fourth theme. One participant tied this desire
to the importance of building trust: “The trust [in the university] could definitely be improved by
certain departments being more just receptive to the fact that maybe . . . we have trauma.”
Another participant shared that “Adult Online Learning [capitals in original] has given me a safe
space to share my inspirations, ideas, hopes and fears.”

The conflicting desire to be unseen also appeared in the data. Survivors of complex trauma
have often learned to be “perfect”’ or “good” to minimize abuse and as a result may find it difficult
and frightening to allow themselves to be seen (Herman, 1997).

Trauma-Informed Educational Practice

Participants were asked to identify which of the established six principles for trauma-informed
practice were their top priorities for implementation. One patrticipant identified the principle of
trustworthiness and transparency; the second participant identified the principle of
empowerment, voice, and choice; and the third selected both the principle of safety and the
principle of trustworthiness and transparency, stating that they were so closely intertwined that
they could not be separated (SAMHSA, 2014). Recommendations for implementation of these
principles included increased options within courses (e.g., choice embedded in assignments);
improving the quality and consistency of faculty/tutor communication and support; ensuring
faculty and staff respond substantively and in a timely fashion to queries; and examining course
materials for inaccurate information, stigma, and bias.

Discussion

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the complex trauma impacts affecting participants as adult online
learners broadly align with the diagnostic criteria for complex posttraumatic stress disorder
(WHO, 2022). In addition, the findings from the study align with several opinion or advocacy
pieces regarding trauma-informed educational practice and trauma survivors as
adult/postsecondary learners (e.g., Carello & Butler, 2015; Davidson, 2017; Harper & Neubauer,
2021).

Intriguingly, all participants appeared to frame their understanding of trauma within the dominant
biomedical model. This model tends to individualize the problem (and the solution) of trauma
and to pathologize survivors, framing the story of trauma as one of individual deficiency rather
than systemic harm (Golden, 2020; Petrone & Stanton, 2021).

One of the key means of challenging this dominant model is to use an ecological lens in the
discussion of trauma to “illuminate ecologies of privilege, dispossession, and care” (Golden,
2020, p. 76). From the ecological perspective, participants discussed the complexities and
challenges of their lives as partners, parents, and individual persons. Many of these challenges
are both products and sources of participants’ life histories of trauma, including poverty, serious
health challenges, parental status, lack of prior formal education, and more.

The president of the American Association of Colleges and Universities recently identified the
“need to go beyond providing access [emphasis added] to higher ed and ensure that all
students are given the support necessary to complete [emphasis added] education” (Zalaznick,
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2022, para. 6). In a similar vein, Speirs (2020) argued that while equity of access is crucial in
higher education, equity of student experience is also essential.

Given the many challenges experienced by complex trauma survivors who learn online,
establishing equity of completion and experience is urgently required. Applying an ecological
lens to trauma and implementing trauma-informed practices are important targets for change.
As Harper and Neubauer (2021) describe, such implementation involves inviting traumatized
students to collaborate in defining safety and trust and empowerment. It requires powerful
administrators to use their authority to create and promote safety and trust. It requires a
fundamental rethinking of power relations in the academy.

Conclusion

Herman (2023) describes the first step towards justice and repair as engaging with survivors to
ask what would make things as right as possible for them. She observes that “this sounds like

such a reasonable thing to do, but in practice, it is hardly ever done. Listening, therefore, turns
out to be a radical act” (p. 4).

This study sought to engage in precisely this radical act. The findings of this small qualitative
study support previous calls for implementation of trauma-informed educational practices,
particularly in open/online postsecondary environments.

Author Contributions

HS conceptualized the project, collected and analyzed the data, and is the sole author of this
paper.

Open Researcher and Contributor Identifier

Hilary Schmidt " https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3501-5240

Acknowledgements

| am very grateful to my thesis supervisor, Dr. Cynthia Blodgett-Griffin, who provided guidance
and feedback throughout this project, and to my other committee members, Dr. Pamela Walsh
and Dr. Emily Doyle, for their generous support. My deepest thanks, however, must go to the
three survivor-learners who participated in the case study and gave so much of themselves in
support of this project. In addition, | wish to thank the countless other survivors who completed
the initial screening survey, contacted me after presentations to discuss their experiences, and
shared their stories as online learners. Your ideas and experiences shaped this project from the
earliest stages. Finally, this work could not have been completed without the support of a small
army of friends and colleagues, whose patience, kindness, and generosity continually humbles
me. Thank you all.

6 Open/Technology in Education, Society, and Scholarship Association Conference Proceedings: 2024, Vol. 4(1) 1-10


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3501-5240
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3501-5240

Schmidt

Funding

This research was supported by Athabasca University’s Wayne Perry MEd (DE) Student
Research Award, generously funded by Dr. Pamela Walsh. Dissemination at #0OTESSA24 was
supported by a grant from the Athabasca University Graduate Student Research Fund.

Ethics Statement

This project was reviewed and approved by the Athabasca University Research Ethics Board
(ethics file no. 25118).

Conflict of Interest
The author does not declare any conflict of interest.
Data Availability Statement

Data for this project are not publicly available. Due to the sensitive nature of the data and the
long history of stigmatization and pathologization of trauma survivors in general and complex
trauma survivors in particular, participants were promised that no individuals or agencies apart
from the original researcher would have access to the raw data. In addition, they were promised
they could review drafts and provide feedback on the output of the research prior to publication.
This collaboration was essential to a trauma-informed approach and formed elements of the
informed consent.

Notes

! Comparable research has not been performed to date in Canada, although the proportions are
likely similar. For a review of existing statistics, see Johnson and Gianvito (2023).

2 For complete details, please refer to my thesis (i.e., Schmidt, 2023).

References

Becker-Blease, K. A. (2017). As the world becomes trauma-informed, work to do. Journal of
Trauma & Dissociation, 18(2), 131-138.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15299732.2017.1253401

Botha, M. (2021). Critical realism, community psychology, and the curious case of autism: A
philosophy and practice of science with social justice in mind. Journal of Community
Psychology, 1-19. https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.22764

Carello, J., & Butler, L. D. (2015). Practicing what we teach: Trauma-informed educational
practice. Journal of Teaching in Social Work, 35(3), 262-278.
https://doi.org/10.1080/08841233.2015.1030059

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2018). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among
five approaches (4th ed.). SAGE

Open/Technology in Education, Society, and Scholarship Association Conference Proceedings: 2024, Vol. 4(1) 1-10 7


https://doi.org/10.1080/15299732.2017.1253401
https://doi.org/10.1002/jcop.22764
https://doi.org/10.1080/08841233.2015.1030059

Survivors of Complex Trauma as Adult Online Learners

Cusack, S. E., Hicks, T. A., Bourdon, J., Sheerin, C. M., Overstreet, C. M., Kendler, K. S., Dick,
D. M., & Amstadter, A. B. (2019). Prevalence and predictors of PTSD among a college
sample. Journal of American College Health, 67(2), 123-131.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2018.1462824

Davidson, S. (2017). Trauma-informed practices for postsecondary education: A guide.
Education Northwest. https://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/resources/trauma-
informed-practices-postsecondary-508.pdf

Facer-lrwin, E., Karatzias, T., Bird, A., Blackwood, N., & MacManus, D. (2021). PTSD and
complex PTSD in sentenced male prisoners in the UK: Prevalence, trauma antecedents,
and psychiatric comorbidities. Psychological Medicine, 52, 2794—-2804.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291720004936

Giano, Z., Wheeler, D. L., & Hubach, R. D. (2020). The frequencies and disparities of adverse
childhood experiences in the U.S. BMC Public Health, 20(1), Article 1327.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-020-09411-z

Golden, N. (2020). The importance of narrative: Moving towards sociocultural understandings of
trauma-informed praxis. Occasional Paper Series, 2020(43).
https://educate.bankstreet.edu/occasional-paper-series/vol2020/iss43/7

Hardcastle, K., Bellis, M. A., Ford, K., Hughes, K., Garner, J., & Ramos Rodriguez, G. (2018).
Measuring the relationships between adverse childhood experiences and educational
and employment success in England and Wales: Findings from a retrospective study.
Public Health, 165, 106—-116. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2018.09.014

Harper, G. W., & Neubauer, L. C. (2021). Teaching during a pandemic: A model for trauma-
informed education and administration. Pedagogy in Health Promotion, 7(1), 14-24.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2373379920965596

Herman, J. L. (1997). Trauma and recovery: The aftermath of violence — From domestic abuse
to political terror. Basic Books.

Herman, J. L. (2023). Truth and repair: How trauma survivors envision justice. Basic Books.
Johnson, N., & Gianvito, I. (2023). Cultivating trauma-informed spaces in education: Promising

practices manual. Sheridan College.
https://source.sheridancollege.ca/centres sgq 2023 trauma education/1/

Kelly, P., & Mills, R. (2007). The ethical dimensions of learner support. Open Learning, 22, 149—
157. https://doi.org/10.1080/02680510701306699

Lockwood, J., & Webber, D. (2023). Non-completion, student debt, and financial well-being:
Evidence from the survey of household economics and decisionmaking. Board of
Governors of the Federal Reserve System.
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/non-completion-student-debt-
and-financial-well-being-20230821 .html

8 Open/Technology in Education, Society, and Scholarship Association Conference Proceedings: 2024, Vol. 4(1) 1-10


https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2018.1462824
https://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/resources/trauma-informed-practices-postsecondary-508.pdf
https://educationnorthwest.org/sites/default/files/resources/trauma-informed-practices-postsecondary-508.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291720004936
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-020-09411-z
https://educate.bankstreet.edu/occasional-paper-series/vol2020/iss43/7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2018.09.014
https://doi.org/10.1177/2373379920965596
https://source.sheridancollege.ca/centres_sgg_2023_trauma_education/1/
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680510701306699
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/non-completion-student-debt-and-financial-well-being-20230821.html
https://www.federalreserve.gov/econres/notes/feds-notes/non-completion-student-debt-and-financial-well-being-20230821.html

Schmidt

Maunder, R., & Hunter, J. (2021). Damaged: Childhood trauma, adult illness, and the need for a
healthcare revolution. University of Toronto Press.

Otero, C. (2021). Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and timely bachelor’'s degree
attainment. Social Sciences, 10(2), 1-21. https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci10020044

Petrone, R., & Stanton, C. R. (2021). From producing to reducing trauma: A call for “trauma-
informed” research(ers) to interrogate how schools harm students. Educational
Researcher, 50(8), 537-545. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X211014850

Rossi, R. J., & Bower, C. B. (2018). Passed to fail? Predicting the college enrolliment of GED®
passers. Adult Education Quarterly, 68, 3-23.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713617721970

Saldafia, J. (2016). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (3rd ed.). SAGE.

Schmidt, H. (2023). Survivors of complex trauma as adult online learners: A case study
[Master’s thesis, Athabasca University]. http://hdl.handle.net/10791/423

Schoch, K. (2020). Case study research. In G. J. Burkholder, K. A. Cox, L. M. Crawford, & J. H.
Hitchcock (Eds.), Research Design and Methods: An Applied Guide for the Scholar-
Practitioner (pp. 245-258). SAGE.

Speirs, N. M. (2020). The hidden curriculum as doxa: Experiences of the working class. In T.
Hinchcliffe (Ed.), The hidden curriculum of higher education (pp. 130-141). AdvanceHE.

Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration. (2014). SAMHSA’s concept of
trauma and guidance for a trauma-informed approach. National Center on Substance
Abuse and Welfare. https://ncsacw.samhsa.gov/userfiles/files/SAMHSA Trauma.pdf

Toombs, E., Lund, J., Radford, A., Drebit, M., Bobinski, T., & Mushquash, C. J. (2022). Adverse
childhood experiences (ACEs) and health histories among clients in a First Nations-led
treatment for substance use. International Journal of Mental Health and Addiction, 22,
457-477. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-022-00883-1

Windle, M., Haardorfer, R., Getachew, B., Shah, J., Payne, J., Pillai, D., & Berg, C. J. (2018). A
multivariate analysis of adverse childhood experiences and health behaviors and
outcomes among college students. Journal of American College Health, 66(4), 246—251.
https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2018.1431892

World Health Organization. (2020a). Adverse childhood experiences international questionnaire
(ACE-IQ). https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/adverse-childhood-experiences-
international-questionnaire-(ace-iq)

World Health Organization. (2020b). Adverse childhood experiences international questionnaire
(ACE-IQ): Guidance for analysing ACE-IQ. https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-
source/documents/child-maltreatment/ace-ig-guidance-for-
analysing.pdf?sfvrsn=adfel2bb 2

Open/Technology in Education, Society, and Scholarship Association Conference Proceedings: 2024, Vol. 4(1) 1-10 9


https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci10020044
https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X211014850
https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713617721970
http://hdl.handle.net/10791/423
https://ncsacw.samhsa.gov/userfiles/files/SAMHSA_Trauma.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11469-022-00883-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/07448481.2018.1431892
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/adverse-childhood-experiences-international-questionnaire-(ace-iq)
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/adverse-childhood-experiences-international-questionnaire-(ace-iq)
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/documents/child-maltreatment/ace-iq-guidance-for-analysing.pdf?sfvrsn=adfe12bb_2
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/documents/child-maltreatment/ace-iq-guidance-for-analysing.pdf?sfvrsn=adfe12bb_2
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/documents/child-maltreatment/ace-iq-guidance-for-analysing.pdf?sfvrsn=adfe12bb_2

Survivors of Complex Trauma as Adult Online Learners

World Health Organization. (2022). 6B41 Complex post traumatic stress disorder.
https://icd.who.int/browse11/I-
m/en#/http%253a%252{%252fid.who.int%252ficd%252fentity%252f585833559

Zalaznick, M. (2022). Student demographics: Big changes are forcing reinvention on campus.
University Business. https://universitybusiness.com/student-demographics-changes-
force-reinvention-campus/

10 | Open/Technology in Education, Society, and Scholarship Association Conference Proceedings: 2024, Vol. 4(1) 1-10


https://icd.who.int/browse11/l-m/en%23/http%253a%252f%252fid.who.int%252ficd%252fentity%252f585833559
https://icd.who.int/browse11/l-m/en%23/http%253a%252f%252fid.who.int%252ficd%252fentity%252f585833559
https://universitybusiness.com/student-demographics-changes-force-reinvention-campus/
https://universitybusiness.com/student-demographics-changes-force-reinvention-campus/

	Introduction
	Philosophical Assumptions
	Research Design and Data Collection
	Participants
	Data Analysis
	Validation

	Findings
	Theme 1: Impacts on Learning
	Theme 2: Competent and Capable
	Theme 3: Intrinsic Value of Education
	Theme 4: Wanting To Be Seen (and Unseen)
	Trauma-Informed Educational Practice

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Author Contributions
	HS conceptualized the project, collected and analyzed the data, and is the sole author of this paper.
	Open Researcher and Contributor Identifier
	Acknowledgements
	Funding
	Ethics Statement
	Conflict of Interest
	Data Availability Statement
	Notes
	References

