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Yes, You Can

Introduction

Trauma-informed educational practices are rapidly gaining traction in higher education, with
increasing interest from faculty and staff, administrators, and government policymakers (e.g.,
Government of British Columbia, 2023). Nonetheless, a significant gap in research persists,
particularly in the postsecondary context, where practitioner reflections comprise the most
commonly published form of literature (Anderson et al., 2023). The gap widens even further in
the open and online postsecondary setting: although several recent peer-reviewed publications
explore trauma-informed practice for online postsecondary education from a theoretical or
practice-based perspective, empirical research and engagement with survivors in this context
remain scant (Chan, 2022; Hitchcock et al., 2021; Moses et al., 2023; Sherwood et al., 2021).
My own publications, as far as | am aware, represent the first published research to engage
adult survivors who learn in the open/online context (Schmidt, 2023, 2024, 2025).

Further research to address this gap is urgently needed. More than half of postsecondary
students report a life history of trauma, and at least 10% have experienced complex trauma, a
distinct subset of trauma stemming from extremely threatening or horrific events that extend
over time and from which escape is difficult or impossible (Cusack et al., 2019; Walters et al.,
2024; Windle et al., 2018; World Health Organization [WHO], 2025). In open and online
postsecondary settings—which are often described as improving access for underserved
learners, including veterans, women, former youth in care, 2SLGBTQ+ and Indigenous persons,
and refugees—the proportion of students with a life history of trauma may be substantially
higher (Davidson, 2024; Giano et al., 2020; Koseoglu et al., 2020; Radford et al., 2021). Indeed,
a recent study found that trauma severity strongly predicts student preference for online and
blended learning (Werkmeister, 2024 ), and the survivors who participated in my research
emphasized that open/online learning was the only postsecondary pathway open to them
(Schmidt, 2023). As trauma reduces the odds of postsecondary graduation by as much as 56%
(Hardcastle et al., 2018; Lecy & Osteen, 2022; Otero, 2021), open and online universities must
ensure they are meeting traumatized learners’ needs and not “recruit[ing] for failure” (Kelly &
Mills, 2007, p. 150), placing survivors at risk of lifelong financial damage (Lockwood & Webber,
2023).

To meaningfully address this gap, educational researchers examining trauma-informed practice
in open/online settings must engage with survivors, who are at present almost entirely missing
from the literature (Herman, 2023; Schmidt, 2025). Trauma-informed practice implemented
without adequate engagement with survivors—particularly survivors who have experienced the
most severe forms of harm—not only violates the fundamental principle of collaboration within a
trauma-informed approach but may also lead to intervention-generated inequality, a risk when
interventions are inadvertently developed to be most inclusive of those facing least adversity
(Edelman, 2023). In other words, neglecting the survivor perspective in trauma-informed
educational practice for open and online postsecondary settings may cause significant harm.

Nonetheless, researchers who wish to engage with survivors are likely to encounter an array of
myths and barriers. In this article, based on my completion of a study that engaged adult
complex trauma survivors who learn online, | review and dismantle key myths and barriers and
provide recommendations to implement a trauma-informed research approach, attain research
ethics board approval, and engage safely and respectfully with survivors.
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Myths and Barriers

| encountered four main myths and barriers as | wrote a research proposal and ethics
application focused on understanding the experience and needs of adult complex trauma
survivors who learn online. These included:

“You won'’t get participants.”

“Survivors are too fragile to participate.”

“You won'’t pass research ethics board review.”
“You'll be (re)traumatized.”

The other myth | encountered was that the gap itself—the lack of published research into
trauma-informed practice for open and online higher education, and the lack of engagement
with survivors—signalled that the topic itself was not worthy of investigation.

Each of these myths is briefly explored below.

“You Won’t Get Participants”

When | embarked on my project, well-meaning members of the academy expressed doubt |
would be able to recruit participants. In fact, | encountered quite the opposite problem: although
I was looking for only 3 to 5 participants, | received 118 responses (89 qualified) within only 6
weeks of posting a recruitment message on the student portal of a Canadian open/online
university. In other words, | had 20 to 30 times the number of qualified participants | needed,
creating challenges around participant selection.

“Survivors Are Too Fragile to Participate”

The subtext to this statement is that participation in research related to trauma-informed practice
is harmful to survivors. However, characterizing survivors as “too fragile” runs counter to the
fundamentals of trauma-informed practice: it is stigmatizing and pathologizing and may itself
cause harm. A major meta-analysis directly counters this myth: Jaffe et al. (2015) found that
survivors are not harmed by participating in trauma research and find participating in trauma
research a positive experience, in part because they believe they are helping other survivors.

“You Won’t Pass Research Ethics Board Review”

In direct contradiction to this myth, my application passed ethics review, even though it was
focused on engaging with complex trauma survivors, who have experienced some of the most
severe forms of harm. In my submission, | highlighted the ways in which my research itself was
trauma-informed and my plans to keep myself and my participants safe. Coupled with the
evidence from Jaffe et al.’s (2015) meta-analysis, the research ethics board evidently found this
persuasive enough to approve the project.

“You’ll Be (Re)Traumatized”

Experiencing secondary trauma when engaging with survivors is absolutely a risk. However, it is
not inevitable, even for researchers who are also survivors. From my perspective, the key is to
recognize the potential for secondary trauma and put mechanisms in place to minimize the risk.
| was deliberate in considering my supports, resources, and boundaries as | embarked on my
project. One key element was to communicate to participants that the aim of the study was not
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to explore their personal experience of trauma but to examine their experience of being an adult
online learner with a complex trauma history.

“The Topic Is Not Worthy of Investigation”

Demonstrating the widespread incidence of trauma and its educational impacts can support
others’ understanding of why the topic is worthy of investigation. This was the approach | took,
with a focus on bringing forward previous quantitative research, and | found this generally
effective. It would certainly be challenging to argue that an issue affecting more than half our
students that increases the risk of attrition by over 50% is not worthy of investigation.

Trauma-Informed Research Practice

Navigating past each of these myths and barriers, achieving research ethics board approval,
and engaging respectfully with survivors involved implementing trauma-informed principles at
every stage of my research project. Broadly speaking, trauma-informed research practice
involves fully integrating knowledge about trauma into one’s work and resisting re-traumatization
of everyone involved in the project, including participants, fellow researchers, supervisors, and
oneself (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration [SAMHSA], 2014). This
can be achieved by respecting six principles:

safety

trustworthiness and transparency

empowerment, voice, and choice

collaboration and mutuality

peer support

cultural, historical, and gender issues (SAMHSA, 2014)

These principles can be integrated into all educational research, regardless of whether it is
survivor- or trauma-focused. Because any research project will almost certainly include
survivors as participants and/or researchers (whether the research team is aware of this or not),
using a trauma-informed approach promotes inclusivity in research. This may be particularly
important when the participants are adult open/online learners, given the indications that a
substantial proportion of these learners carry a personal history of trauma.

Below, | describe my experience implementing the six principles with adult survivors of complex
trauma who learn in an open/online postsecondary setting.

Safety

Everyone involved in a research project should be as safe as possible throughout. To achieve
this, | included clear and specific content warnings within the informed consent, advising
participants that the initial screening survey contained “questions about family dysfunction;
physical, sexual and emotional abuse and neglect by parents or caregivers; peer violence;
witnessing community violence, and exposure to collective violence” (Schmidt, 2023, p. 120).
For those selected to participate in the interview/detailed questionnaire, | advised there were no
questions about their personal experience of trauma and that | would “draw the conversation
away from any disclosures” (Schmidt, 2023, p. 120). | reinforced the latter message in the
preamble to the interview/detailed questionnaire, telling participants that “the aim of these
questions is not to explore your experience of the trauma itself. You will not be asked about your
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trauma history, and absolutely no disclosure is required” (Schmidt, 2023, p. 130). This
minimized my risk of secondary trauma and reduced the likelihood that participants would
become triggered.

In anticipation that some participants could be triggered by either the screening survey or the
interview/detailed questionnaire, | provided links and phone numbers to 24-hour support
services accessible to participants. | also prepared an evidence-informed protocol for
synchronous interviews in case a participant became triggered (Schmidt, 2023).

The principle of safety also guided my approach to data management. Although in general | am
committed to open practice, | chose not to make my data openly available, as doing so would
have meant the participants would have no influence over how it was used and no opportunity
to build trust with researchers who might use it. | also anticipated that open data could expose
survivors to danger if there were any possibility they could be identified despite anonymization.

Trustworthiness and Transparency

| strived to establish trustworthiness and transparency throughout the project. One way in which
| approached this was to use a non-pathologizing screening mechanism. Instead of screening
for complex post-traumatic stress disorder, | used a validated tool (the Adverse Childhood
Experiences International Questionnaire) that asks questions about experiences rather than
identifying a potential pathology (Schmidt, 2023).

Another mechanism to establish trustworthiness and transparency was my deliberate use of
humanizing language throughout the project. | avoided speaking about participants
instrumentally, as well as using pathologizing, stigmatizing, objectifying, or dehumanizing
language in my research proposal, ethics application, interactions with participants, and
reporting of results.

Empowerment, Voice, and Choice

Empowerment, voice, and choice are crucial for survivors, who may have been systematically
disempowered and silenced both during the original trauma and afterwards (Herman, 1997,
2023). In my own study, once selected, participants had a choice of engaging with a detailed
questionnaire or an online synchronous interview. | explicitly guided them to answer only those
questions they felt comfortable with and reminded them that they could stop at any time. | also
invited them to provide artefacts to expand on their experience beyond the boundaries of my
questions, and to review my drafts and provide feedback. | emphasized that they could freely
choose whether to participate in these ways.

Highlighting survivors’ voices in results is another way of engaging with this principle. Survivors’
own words lie at the heart of my results, and I've titled both presentations and publications with
direct quotes from participants (Schmidt, 2023, 2024, 2025).

Collaboration and Mutuality

Implementing the principle of collaboration and mutuality involves recognizing survivors as
partners and as experts in navigating the impacts of trauma (Petrone & Stanton, 2021).
Researchers focused on trauma-informed educational practice who are not engaging with
survivors might ask themselves why and challenge themselves to consider how their projects
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could potentially contribute to increased marginalization, stigmatization, objectification, or
pathologization of survivors.

In my own research, | centred survivors throughout. My research question was designed to
draw upon survivors’ expertise by uncovering their experience and needs. | invited them to read
my drafts (not just transcripts) and incorporated their feedback, ensuring they were aware of the
changes | made as a result (Lindheim, 2022; Schmidt, 2023). | asked them what further
research they believed needed to be done and what they felt was missing from standard
trauma-informed practice. | took a deliberately relational stance in every interaction.

Peer Support

Given my research design, participants had no opportunity for peer support within the study.
Nonetheless, peer support remained an essential element of my research practice. As |
gathered data and wrote my results, | had informal biweekly meetings with peer researchers,
and this was an important source of support. For researchers who are also survivors,
connection with other researcher-survivors may provide invaluable support.

Cultural, Historical, and Gender Issues

Acknowledging the impact of intersectionality and generational trauma and dismantling
stereotypes and bias informed my selection of participants, as well as my research protocols.
For example, | employed an updated version of the validated screening instrument, which had
been redesigned to be more inclusive than the original (WHO, 2020). During the participant
selection process, | invited participants from varied ethnic and cultural backgrounds, civic
statuses, and genders, as well as a wide range of ages (Schmidt, 2023).

Conclusion

Educational researchers who wish to contribute to the essential work of engaging with survivors
in support of trauma-informed educational practice in open and online postsecondary settings
should be undeterred by the myths and barriers they are likely to encounter. While there are
undoubtedly risks and challenges, researchers can navigate past them through robust and
thoughtful implementation of trauma-informed research practice.
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