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 Addressing Trauma- Where do we begin?  

 

Justice professionals and scholars agree that understanding trauma is an important step in developing 

processes that support Tribal youth. The question is often “Where do we begin?” System change takes time and 

effort. Often, providers are concerned with day-to-day responsibilities and do not have extensive time for 

training or discretionary activities. However, the importance of recognizing trauma and implementing 

responsive processes is essential. American Indian and Alaska Native Youth (AI/AN) youth experience trauma at 

higher rates than the U.S. population (Bigfoot eta al., 2008) and trauma can far-reaching impact within the life 

of the youth including both psychological and physiological impacts (Brown-Rice, 2013). According to the 

National Center for Mental Health and Juvenile Justice,  youth who become involved in the juvenile justice 

system are more likely than their peers to have been exposed to not just one or two traumatic stressors, but 

multiple types of traumatic victimization.  The after-effects of these experiences- persistent, post-traumatic 

stress reactions- play a role in the legal and behavioral problems that bring youth in contact with law 

enforcement and the juvenile justice system (NCMHJJ, 2016).  

            Recognition and identification of youth who have suffered from trauma will assist with shaping informed 

judicial responses to behavioral patterns and reactions, promote enhanced system approaches, and may 

contribute to reduced recidivism where youth are provided necessary support services.  

So what are some initial steps to support the development of a trauma-informed system?  

1. Identify and access trauma training for judicial system staff and partners.  

2. Generate and engage support of trauma-informed system approach with leadership and key 

stakeholders.  

3. Complete and organizational self-review. This can be helpful in assessing current system-wide 

procedures and policies.  

4. Connect justice system and behavioral health providers to support identification of available 

services and referral processes for court-involved youth.  
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Trauma-Informed Approach- Key Focus Areas- 
 

The Trauma-Informed system approach works when there is cross-system collaboration and an 

investment of time in the development in core areas of service delivery. Developing an advisory or steering 

committee to support a broad approach may be a helpful step in assisting your community with a trauma-

informed approach.   

Check out three broad areas that can help shape and develop a trauma-informed approach in your 

community:   

 

Training

• Identify and access training 
system-wide including court and 
law enforcement staff. 

• Ensure that staff recognize, 
impact, signs, and common 
triggers of trauma (NCMHJJ, 
2016)

Policy & 
Practice

• Implement trauma-informed 
policies and procedures system 
wide via employee handbooks, 
manuals and written policies.

• Develop screening and 
assessment processes to support 
identification of needs and youth 
access to treatment. (NCTSN, 
2017) 

• Integrate the six-key principles of 
trauma-informed care system 
wide (SAMHSA, 2014) 

Environment

• Create a safe environment that  
limits re-traumatization and 
empowers youth. 

• Respond in a manner that 
enhances safety of the youth as 
well as the community. (NCTSN, 
2017)
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Trauma-Informed Juvenile Justice System- Self-Review:  
 

One of the first steps your organization can take is to begin with a trauma-informed self-review. Below is a 

checklist to start the process.  The checklist below has been adapted by utilizing the nine key domains of a 

trauma-informed approach as identified by the National Center for Mental Health and Juvenile Justice. Learn 

more about this action initiative and the domains here: Strengthening Our Future, Key Elements to Developing 

a Trauma-Informed Juvenile Justice Diversion Program for Youth with Behavioral Health Concerns, National 

Center for Mental Health and Juvenile Justice, 2016.  This checklist is just a starting point. Request additional 

training and technical assistance from the OJJDP Tribal Youth Training and Technical Assistance Center for 

training resources, materials, and support on your community’s journey to developing a trauma-informed 

juvenile justice system.  

 

Nine-key elements of a trauma-informed approach- These elements were identified by the National Center 
for Mental Health and Juvenile Justice as guided by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Administration.

1. Leadership 
2. Policy and Procedure 
3. Environment 
4. Engagement and Involvement 
5. Cross Sector Collaboration 

6. Intervention Continuum 
7. Funding Strategies 
8. Workforce Development 
9. Quality Assurance and Evaluation 

 

For each implementation domain, mark the statement that best fits your organization’s current 

situation. Choose yes, no, or not sure.  If no or not sure is marked your core group of planners 

should investigate further if your organization already takes these steps or these may indicate 

areas of need for strategic planning purposes.  

Trauma Informed Care Activities Yes No Not 
Sure 

Leadership 

We have identified champions that can leverage support for a 
major change in policy. 

   

We have cross-sector networking and have linked multiple 
organizational leaders to adopt trauma-informed principles. 

   

We have memorandum of understanding that identify roles and 
responsibilities, vision, and scope of the initiative.   
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We have a tribal resolution or a commitment statement from the 
participating organizations establishing the adoption of trauma- 
informed principles.  

   

Policy and Procedure 

We conduct universal screening procedures for all court-involved 
youth.  

   

We make appropriate referrals to proper providers in a timely 
manner. 

   

We have memorandum of understanding or other agreement in 
place with providers of youth service and these agreements 
include sharing of critical information to those providing 
treatment, for the betterment and healing of the youth being 
served.   

   

We maintain appropriate confidentiality procedures.    

We align diversion and supervision goals with treatment and 
recovery goals.  

   

Environment 

We ensure that the physical environment is safe and does not 
pose a threat - real or perceived - to youth and staff.   

   

Our staff are trained to be open, honest, and have respectful 
communication. Motivational interviewing techniques are utilized 
when providing services with youth.   

   

We assess for the safety in a youth’s home, school, and 
community environments.  

   

Engagement or Involvement 

We actively engage youth with lived experience in meaningful 
ways as part of program activities. 

   

We actively engage immediate family and extended family in 
meaningful ways as part of program activities. 

   

Cross-Sector Collaboration 

In an effort to evaluate progress we collaborate with partnering 
organizations and systems by collecting and maintaining critical 
data to make periodic aggregate reports using agreed upon 
measures.  

   

Intervention Continuum 

We provide screening tools for all youth that enter our system to 
identify youth who may require a further clinical assessment for 
treatment of potential traumatic stress.  

   

We know which behavioral health practitioners can deliver 
trauma-informed and trauma –specific treatments and make 
informed recommendations to courts and referrals for care 
accordingly.  
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When young people are discharged  we work to ensure they have 
ongoing plans of support that include activities such as: outpatient 
substance abuse and mental health treatment, mentoring 
programs, youth development programs, peer support services, 
supports for families and/or continued follow up contact 
established.   

   

Funding Strategies 

We actively budget training costs for trauma informed care service 
delivery.   

   

We actively look for funding or support for the initiative including 
funding streams available through non-profit, foundational, 
county, state, Tribal or Federal government funding 
announcements.  

   

Workforce Development 

We provide training to staff to understand child trauma    

We provide training to improve skills for working with trauma 
survivors and debrief with staff after stressful incidents.  

   

We provide training about the prevention of vicarious trauma and 
self-care for staff.  

   

We actively work to create a climate that promotes help seeking 
behaviors amongst staff 

   

Quality Improvement 

Progress monitoring – our objectives identify what data we collect 
and we have processes in place to collect that data.  

   

Fidelity – we have procedures in place to ensure fidelity of trauma 
informed care treatment protocols.  

   

Outcomes – we have a strategy to measure program effectiveness    
 

 

Reflect on your responses:  

 

1. Did your team mark more yes answers, no answers or unsure answers?  

2. What domains should be considered as part of your next strategic planning efforts?  

3. Did your responses indicate that your team has a high, medium, or low implementation 

of trauma-informed care principles?  

4. What are three steps that your team will take to support full implementation of trauma-

informed elements throughout your justice system?  
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Resources:  
 

1. Learn more about trauma-informed care principles, and visit our virtual library to download 

resources. Visit the archived webinars page to view videos, and request training and technical 

assistance. OJJDP Tribal Youth Training and Technical Assistance Center. Website: 

https://tribalyouthprogram.org  

2. Strengthening our Future: Key Elements to Developing a Trauma-Informed Juvenile Justice and 

Diversion Program for Youth with Behavioral Health Conditions, National Center for Mental 

Health and Juvenile Justice, 2014-15, Policy Academy Action Network, 2016. Available here: 

https://www.ncmhjj.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/traumadoc012216-reduced-003.pdf 

(Accessed September 2018) 

3. BigFoot, D.S., S. Willmon-Haque, and J. Braden, Janie. “Trauma Exposure in American 

Indian/Alaska Native Children.” Oklahoma City, OK: Indian Country Child Trauma Center, 2008. 

Visit www.icctc.org (Accessed September 2018) 

4. Addressing Trauma in American Indian and Alaska Native Youth, Final Report, Amanda Lechner, 

Michael Cavanaugh, and Crystal Blyler, Mathematica Policy Research, August 2016.  Available 

here: https://aspe.hhs.gov/system/files/pdf/207941/AIANYouthTIC.PDF (Accessed September 

2018) 

5. What is a “Trauma-Informed” Juvenile Justice System? A TARGETed Approach, Julian Ford, 

Juvenile Justice Information Exchange, June 2016. Available here: 

https://jjie.org/2016/06/20/what-is-a-trauma-informed-juvenile-justice-system-a-targeted-

approach/ (Accessed September 2018) 

6. Examining the Theory of Historical Trauma Among Native Americans, Kathleen Brown-Rice, The 

Professional Counselor, Volume 3, Issue 3, Pages 117-130, available http://tpcjournal.nbcc.org, 

2013. (Accessed September 2018) 

7. Complex Trauma Treatment Network of the National Child Traumatic Stress Network. 2016. 

Complex trauma: In juvenile justice-system involved youth. Los Angeles, CA, & Durham, NC: 

National Center for Child Traumatic Stress. 

https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources//complex_trauma_in_juvenile_justice_syst

em_involved_youth.pdf (Accessed September 2018) 

8. Substance Abuse and Mental Health Administration, Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a 

Trauma-Informed Approach, July 2014. https://store.samhsa.gov/shin/content/SMA14-

4884/SMA14-4884.pdf (Accessed September 2018) 
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