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We Want to Hear From You
Please type questions into the chatbox as 

they arise. We will answer them during 

and after the webinar.



Agenda

Youth-Level

Organizational-
Level

System-Level
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Youth- Level Operationalization



Laying the ground work for trauma informed 
language, organizations and systems of care: 

Understanding Adultism



A basic definition
• “Adultism is the behaviors and attitude's based on the 

assumptions that adults are better then young people 
and entitled to act upon young people without their 
agreement” (John Bell) 

• Adultism defines much of the adult/young person 
engagements and interactions, contributes to 
challenges and oppressions against young people and 

are most often unrecognized by adults and supported 
by dominant cultural norms and processes. 

What is Adultism?

Source: John Bell’s Understanding Adultism: A Key to Developing Positive Youth-Adult Relationships

http://actioncivics.scoe.net/pdf/Understanding_Adultism.pdf


normalization and impacts

Understanding Adultism



Equal Treatment, Behavior and Engagement

• Would I treat an adult this way?

• Would our organization treat an adult this way?

– Why or why not? 

• Do adults and young people have the same rules and policies?

• Do I/we speak to them the same? 

• Would I/we take things from a young person and an adult in the 

same way? (e.g. phones, papers, objects)

• Do I/we make decisions for a young person and an adult in the 

same way? 

Individual, Organizational and System 
Reflections



• Listen attentively to young people about their thoughts, experiences, and 

feelings in general, and their feeling about being young. 

• Ask questions; what do they think about everything you are doing?!?

• Let young people guide conversations. Let them take the initiative! Allow 

yourself to relinquish power over processes when able!

• Validate and celebrate young peoples ideas.

• Allow for the small and big mistakes. How else will we all learn?!?

• Support youth-led decision-making and leadership without abandoning 

the role of adults in being responsible supporters, mentors and 

champions of young people. 

• What else does this sound like?  

Youth-Level Operationalization



Collaboration with Helpful and Harmful Systems

Child Welfare

Juvenile Justice

Law Enforcement

Education 

System Collaborations

Faith Based/Religious

Social Services 

Business Community

Government

Healthcare 

• Policies around young 

people in groups

• Shame-based and 

problematic 

messaging

• Stop and frisk policies

• Lack of access to care 

without adult 

permissions

• Low quality service 

delivery 

• Over-probating

• Harsh disciplinary 

processes 

• Variability in age-

rights laws 



• Understanding Adultism: A Key to Developing Positive Youth-Adult Relationships by John Bell: 

http://actioncivics.scoe.net/pdf/Understanding_Adultism.pdf

• Youth Build USA: http://www.youthbuild.org/

• Worksheet: Framework for Understanding Adultism: 

http://www.actforyouth.net/resources/pyd/pyd_3-3_worksheet-adultism.pdf

• Youth Collaboration Toolkit: https://network.truecolorsfund.org/youth-collaboration-toolkit/

• The Free Child Project’s Understanding Adultism: 
http://www.nuatc.org/articles/pdf/understanding_adultism.pdf

• The Free Child Project’s Cultural Adultism: https://adamfletcher.net/wp-

content/uploads/2013/03/AdamFletcher-AdultismKills-7.2013.pdf

Adultism Trainers: 

– The New Orleans Rethinkers 

– Boston Mobilization

– The Chicago Freedom School

– The Free Child Institute 

Resources

http://actioncivics.scoe.net/pdf/Understanding_Adultism.pdf
http://www.youthbuild.org/
http://www.actforyouth.net/resources/pyd/pyd_3-3_worksheet-adultism.pdf
https://network.truecolorsfund.org/youth-collaboration-toolkit/
http://www.nuatc.org/articles/pdf/understanding_adultism.pdf
https://adamfletcher.net/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/AdamFletcher-AdultismKills-7.2013.pdf
http://therethinkers.org/workshops-consulting/
http://therethinkers.org/workshops-consulting/
http://chicagofreedomschool.org/
https://freechild.org/
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Organizational-Level Operationalization



Making the Connection



Trauma 
Aware

Trauma 
Sensitive

Trauma 
Responsive

Trauma-
Informed

Trauma-Informed Organization

Missouri Model: A Developmental Framework for Trauma Informed, MO Dept. of Mental 

Health and Partners (2014)
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Be Attentive:  All Language Matters

“Resistant”

“No show”
“Non-compliant”

“Manipulative”





Speaking with Trauma Victims

• Speaking to a victim about trauma requires 
substantial thought and intention

– In any verbal message, the part of language 
that has the most impact is how we say it. We 
need to be mindful of the words we choose, 
the tone we use, and how our statements and 
questions are phrased.

• Beware of subtly disapproving implied 
messages

– imply rather than directly state messages of 
disapproval, contempt, shame and/or 
unwillingness to continue interacting unless 
the person changes to be more acceptable in 
the eyes of the speaker.



Things to Consider



What To Say

• He or She is communicating 
their needs in the only way 
they know how

• Trauma is hard to hear and 
harder to talk about

• They are crying out for help

• They can change, learn and 
grow

What NOT to Say

• He or She is just a bad 
kid/acting out

• They are making it up

• They just want attention

• They are permanently 
damaged and have no 
future



Scenario 1

• A teenager is describing traumatic 

experiences at the hands of their mother 

during their childhood. They are very 

emotional, and you feel quite moved and 

saddened by their experiences. 

– Response 1 – “That was a long time ago.  
Let’s move on to something more recent.”

– Response 2 - “Sounds like you are going 
through a hard time, and that makes sense 

given what you’ve already gone through.”

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

http://ugandajournalistsresourcecentre.com/finding-news-stories-opinion-poll-data/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


Scenario 2
• You are having a conversation with 

someone who is talking about feelings, 

behaviors and thoughts that indicate they 

could be dealing with unresolved trauma, 

but they do not say that this is an issue for 

them. You are not sure how to address it, 

but feel it should be addressed.
– Response 1 - “What are your thoughts about what these 

feelings might be connected to?  I’m wondering if you 
could say a bit more about the thoughts and feelings you 
have mentioned so I can understand how to be helpful.” 

– Response 2 - “You must have been abused” or “Was it a 
traumatic experience in your past that you haven’t dealt 
with yet that is causing these feelings?”
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System-Level Operationalization



“A spectrum of effective, community-based services and supports

for children and youth with or at risk for mental health or other 

challenges and their families, that is organized into a coordinated 

network, builds meaningful partnerships with families and youth, 

and addresses their cultural and linguistic needs, in order to help 

them to function better at home, in school, in the community, and 

throughout life”

System of Care Definition

Stroul, B., Blau, G., & Friedman, R. (2010)



1. Broad array of evidence-informed services and supports

2. Individualized services

3. Least restrictive, clinically appropriate setting

4. Families and youth as full partners at all levels

5. Cross-system collaboration at system level

6. Care management for coordination at services level

7. Services for young children and their families

8. Services for youth and young adults in transition to adulthood

9. Incorporate or link with mental health promotion, prevention, and early 
identification and intervention

10. Continuous accountability mechanisms

11. Rights protection and advocacy

12. Nondiscrimination

Guiding Principles
26



❖ Cannot just implement system-level changes and expect improved outcomes 

at the child and family level

❖ Practice changes are needed to improve child and family 

outcomes

❖ Must focus on increasing the effectiveness of services and 

supports by implementing evidence-informed and 

promising practices 

System Change + Practice Change = 
Improved Outcomes

27



System-Level Change: Questions to 
Consider

❑ Is everyone at the table that needs to be to impact change for the 
youth and families that we serve, e.g. judges, child welfare, juvenile 
justice, probation, education, behavioral health, primary care, 
developmental disabilities, etc.?

❑Are there business relationships between the systems and providers 
involved with our target population?

❑Are youth and families equal partners in our system-level planning, 
implementation and evaluation?

❑Are we modeling our core values and guiding principles in our actions 
and interactions with youth, families and other partners?



Practice-Level Change: Questions to 
Consider

❑What evidence-based practices would work best for this target 
population?

❑Are we implementing our services in a trauma-informed way to 
increase feelings of safety of our target population?

❑Are youth and families equal partners in the planning, implementation 
and evaluation of the services they are receiving?

❑Do we understand the culture of our target population and are staff 
properly trained and supervised in different aspects of culture?



System of 
Care 

Child-Level 
Framework



Systems of Care Concept and Philosophy

http://gucchd.georgetown.edu/products/SOCIssueBrief.pdf

Evidence Base for SOC

http://gucchdtacenter.georgetown.edu/publications/SOC%20Results%205-7-12.pdf

Trauma Informed Care

http://gucchdtacenter.georgetown.edu/TraumaInformedCare/

Resources
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http://gucchd.georgetown.edu/products/SOCIssueBrief.pdf
http://gucchdtacenter.georgetown.edu/publications/SOC Results 5-7-12.pdf
http://gucchdtacenter.georgetown.edu/TraumaInformedCare/


Questions


