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DISCLOSURE 

We have no financial relationships 
with the manufacturer(s) of any 
commercial product(s) and/or 
provider(s)of commercial services 
discussed in this CME activity

We do not intend to discuss an 
unapproved/investigative use of a 
commercial product/device in our

presentation.

The HEART Project Team



We would like to acknowledge the custodians of 

this land and the land where our research took 

place. We honor the Elders of these lands past, 

present, and emerging. 

Recognizing the importance of reciprocity, this community-based participatory 

research project was implemented in partnership with the elders of a Northern Plains 

Tribe. 
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The aim of this 

research project was 

to facilitate cultural 

responsiveness and 

trauma-informed 

practices in 

classrooms serving 

Indigenous children.

AIM



Focus Question

How does 

student well-

being relate to 

school 

effectiveness?

This  image is publicly accessible through the school's social media





THE HEART PROJECT

Student Interventions
- Meditation/ Deep Breathing Routines

- Nutrition Education

- Self-expression of well-being through the medium of art

- Indigenous children’s literature emphasizing cultural values

- Health Education and Art for Resiliency Teaching

- Community - Based Participatory Research Method 

- Two-Tiered Intervention Approach

Educator Interventions
- Professional Development: culturally responsive/ trauma- informed teaching strategies

-  Classroom observations 

-  Teacher feedback and coaching



▪Breathing and Meditation

▪Resiliency Read- Aloud

▪Healthy Moment

▪Art and Creativity Project

▪Share and Student Check-In

HEART Intervention 
Program
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Treatment Control

Growth in Teacher-Student 
Relationships

Pre-Test Post Test

Pre-Intervention: 6 out of 10 

students reported disliking school.

RESULTS

These images are publicly accessible through the school's social media

Participants:

• Schools - 6

• Educators -  51, 22 research participants

• Students – 425, 8-13 year-olds

Duration:

• 4 years

Qualitative data:

• Semi-structured interviews

• Observations

• Field Notes

Quantitative Data

• Observational Rubric

• Student Surveys

• Artifacts



Significance

▪ It is the school setting that provides the 
greatest opportunity for students to feel they 
have autonomy over their health, offering 
opportunities for self-expression of health- 
harming behaviors with supportive health 
education in a safe environment.

▪ Creating strategies to support the 
emotional, physical, and psychological 
needs of children affected by trauma is 
essential.

▪ The classroom environment impacts the 
long-term health and well-being of students, 
teachers, and the community.  

  (Zajacova & Lawrence, 2018).



Our Ancestors Walk With Us

Adult & Educator Training

Informational Materials Include:

• Videos

• Infographics

• Research 

• Professional Development 

Modules



Key Highlights:

• Professional Development 

• Multiple options to meet your time parameters

• Differentiated activities to adapt to your audience

• Covers: 

• Historical Trauma

• Intergenerational Trauma

• Culturally Responsive Pedagogy

• Practical Strategies for Teaching and Learning

Adult & Educator Training



HEART TOOLKIT
Includes:

• Curriculum
• Examples of Projects
• Book List
• Vital Signs Observational Tool
• Student Check-In Sheet
• Professional Development Modules
• Videos
• Research 

Heart Toolkit Access





“Trauma leaves an imprint within 

each individual. It’s something that a 

student always carries with them, and 

yeah, it definitely affects our

classrooms” Non-Indigenous Classroom Teacher - 2023



CONTACT US
Julie H. Alexander- Ruff

Mark and Robyn Jones College of Nursing

Montana State University

Julie.ruff@montana.edu

William Ruff, Ed.D.

College of Education 

Montana State University

wruff@montana.edu

Travel South Dakota. (2025, March). Feathers, Beads, and Fringe. https://www.travelsouthdakota.com

Website: 

www.Theheartprojectmontana.com

Instagram: the_heart_project_mt

Connect with us on LinkedIn! 

Sarah A. Ruff, Ed.D.

Learning and Organizational Change

Baylor University

Sarah_Ruff@Baylor.edu

Andrea Abeyta

Graduate Student

Montana State University

Andrea.Abeyta@montana.edu
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