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When reform is introduced, it’s effects will often not be felt immediately by those it is targeted to 
benefit. As students of law, we know this all too well. We’ve read dissenting reasoning of 
judges, originally on the outskirts of majority opinion, which later become law. It’s introduction 
triggers exciting conversations and plants the seeds of a new perspective. However, for the 
change to be implemented, it tends to fall upon individual actors and groups who are passionate 
about the reform and willing to push for its success. 

The collaborative workshop hosted by the Schulich Teaching and Teaching Evaluation 
Committee in the fall was an encouraging first step calling upon professors and administration to 
incorporate trauma-informed learning into their practice. Now the baton has been handed off, 
and it’s upon professors to make this approach their own. 

Professor Adelina Iftene teaches first-year criminal law, evidence, and imprisonment and prison 
policy. Her major research area pertains to prison law and prisoner’s rights, especially regarding 
access to health care and the topic of aging while incarcerated. Fortunately, I was placed in 
Professor Iftene’s first-year criminal law class. Through her teaching, it’s obvious that Professor 
Iftene not only cares about communicating material, but also about how she teaches the content. 
Knowing that she has already taken steps to incorporate a trauma-informed practices into her 
teaching, I spoke with her about her own approach.  

Professor Iftene uses several trauma-informed practices in hopes of creating a learning 
environment where students can be introduced to potentially triggering topics in a safe and 
productive way. Before our course started this past fall, she emailed out a survey which asked 
students if they had a personal experience with certain areas of law. This was a way to gauge the 
temperature of the class before diving into learning.  

In the classroom, when Professor Iftene is teaching potentially triggering content, she watches 
the reaction and senses the mood of the room so she can respond to how students are handling 
the material in the moment. She additionally provides trigger warnings in advance of when 
students do the readings. Trigger warnings might be one of the more familiar practices, however, 
they can ensure a student is not caught off-guard by the material and it can let students choose 
the environment they are in when they read triggering content.  

Professor Iftene also reflected on how the hybrid learning environment has been beneficial when 
teaching the topic of sexual assault. Students could choose to be in person for the classes 
covering this topic, or watch the recording of the lecture from home, in their own time when they 
felt comfortable to do so.  

All of these practices shed light on Professor Iftene’s approach to trauma-informed learning: 
safe-exposure over avoidance. She shared with me that there is a distinction between being 
triggered by an experience and taking an opportunity to safely learn about the content. If students 
have a personal experience with that area of law, this could mean they may choose not to pursue 



it in their later career. After all, as there are so many areas of law there is no obligation to be 
comfortable practicing in all these areas. However, Professor Iftene pointed out several important 
considerations.  

First, students would not know if they are comfortable with triggering topics unless they have 
some exposure. Additionally, some triggering materials are still essential areas of law that should 
be well understood by all legal professionals. Failure to adequately teach students about topics 
like sexual assault could be a reason why lawyers, judges and others in the legal profession 
continue to misapply the law and perpetuate myths and stereotypes. Professor Iftene sees it rather 
as a duty to the profession to educate future lawyers on key areas of law such as this.  

This doesn’t mean law students need to walk into class protected by thick skin. Trauma-informed 
learning can instead be used to develop this armor by building on various coping mechanisms to 
support students finding their way through challenging material.  

It’s obvious that Professor Iftene is an outstanding teacher who takes the extra step to ensure her 
students are comfortable while also being pushed. It’s a challenging balance to strike, which is 
why she commented that she is continuing to learn with each year she teaches criminal law. 
Through discussions with other professors, it’s obvious that incorporating this approach is a 
process, sometimes of trial-and-error, and largely of critical reflection. But it is teachers like 
Professor Iftene who are picking up the baton and running with it so students can reap the 
incredible rewards of trauma-informed learning.  


