
Research has conclusively demonstrated that court-involved children and adolescents present with extremely high 
rates of traumatic stress caused by their adverse life experiences. In the court setting, we may perceive these youth as 
inherently disrespectful, defiant, or antisocial, when, in fact, their disruptive behavior may be better understood in 
the context of traumatic stress disorders. These two Bench Cards provide judges with useful questions and guidelines 
to help them make decisions based on the emerging scientific findings in the traumatic stress field. These cards are 
part of a larger packet of materials about child and adolescent trauma available and downloadable from the NCTSN 
Trauma-Informed Juvenile Justice System Resource Site* and are best used with reference to those materials.

1. Asking trauma-informed questions can help judges identify children who need or could benefit from 

trauma-informed services from a mental health professional. A judge can begin by asking, “Have I 

considered whether or not trauma has played a role in the child’s1 behavior?” Use the questions listed 

below to assess whether trauma-informed services are warranted. 

TRAUMA EXPOSURE: Has this child experienced a traumatic event? These are events that involve actual or 
threatened exposure of the child to death, severe injury, or sexual abuse, and may include domestic violence, 
community violence, assault, severe bullying or harassment, natural or man-made disasters, such as fires, floods, 
and explosions, severe accidents, serious or terminal illness, or sudden homelessness.

MULTIPLE OR PROLONGED EXPOSURES: Has the child been exposed to traumatic events on more than one 
occasion or for a prolonged period? Repeated or prolonged exposure increases the likelihood that the child  
will be adversely affected. 

OUTCOMES OF PREVIOUS SANCTIONS OR INTERVENTIONS: Has a schedule of increasingly restrictive 
sanctions or higher levels of care proven ineffective in this case? Traumatized children may be operating in 

“survival mode,” trying to cope by behaving in a defiant or superficially indifferent manner. As a result, they might 
respond poorly to traditional sanctions, treatments, and placements. 

CAREGIVERS’ ROLES: How are the child’s caregivers or other significant people helping this child feel safe 
or preventing (either intentionally or unintentionally) this child from feeling safe? Has the caregiver been a 
consistent presence in the child’s life? Does the caregiver acknowledge and protect the child? Are caregivers 
themselves operating in survival mode due to their own history of exposure to trauma?

SAFETY ISSUES FOR THE CHILD: Where, when and with whom does this child feel safest? Where, when and 
with whom does he or she feel unsafe and distrustful? Is the home chaotic or dangerous? Does a caregiver in the 
household have a restraining order against another person? Is school a safe or unsafe place? Is the child being 
bullied at school or does the child believe that he or she is being bullied?

TRAUMA TRIGGERS IN CURRENT PLACEMENT: Is the child currently in a home, out-of-home placement, 
school, or institution where the child is being re-exposed to danger or being “triggered” by reminders of  
traumatic experiences?

UNUSUAL COURTROOM BEHAVIORS: Is this child behaving in a highly anxious or hypervigilant manner 
that suggests an inability to effectively participate in court proceedings? (Such behaviors include inappropriate 
smiling or laughter, extreme passivity, quickness to anger, and non-responsiveness to simple questions.)  
Is there anything I, as a judge, can do to lower anxiety, increase trust, and enhance participation? 
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2. It is crucial to have complete information from all the systems that are working with the child and 

family. Asking the questions referenced below can help develop a clearer picture of the child’s trauma 

and assess needs for additional information. 

COMPLETENESS OF DATA FOR DECISIONS: Has all the relevant information about this child’s history been 
made available to the court, including child welfare and out-of-jurisdiction or out-of-state juvenile justice 
information?

INTER-PROFESSIONAL COOPERATION: Who are the professionals who work with this child and family?  
Are they communicating with each other and working as a team? 

UNUSUAL BEHAVIORS IN THE COMMUNITY: Does this child’s behavior make sense in light of currently 
available information about the child’s life? Has the child exhibited extreme or paradoxical reactions to 
previous assistance or sanctions? Could those reactions be the result of trauma? 

DEVELOPMENT: Is this child experiencing or suffering from emotional or psychological delays? Does the child 
need to be assessed developmentally?

PREVIOUS COURT CONTACTS: Has this child been the subject of other court proceedings? (Dependency/
Neglect/Abuse; Divorce/Custody; Juvenile Court; Criminal; Other) 

OUT-OF-HOME PLACEMENT HISTORY: How many placements has this child experienced? Have previous 
placements been disrupted? Were the disruptions caused by reactions related to the child’s trauma history? 
How did child welfare and other relevant professionals manage these disruptions?

BEHAVIORAL HEALTH HISTORY: Has this child ever received trauma-informed, evidence-based evaluation 
and treatment? (Well-intentioned psychiatric, psychological, or substance abuse interventions are sometimes 
ineffective because they overlook the impact of traumatic stress on youth and families.) 

3. Am I sufficiently considering trauma as I decide where this child is going to live and with whom? 

PLACEMENT OUTCOMES: How might the various placement options affect this child? Will they help the 
child feel safe and secure and to successfully recover from traumatic stress or loss?

PLACEMENT RISKS: Is an out-of-home placement or detention truly necessary? Does the benefit outweigh 
the potential harm of exposing the child to peers who encourage aggression, substance use, and criminal 
behavior that may possibly lead to further trauma?

PREVENTION: If placement, detention or hospitalization is required, what can be done to ensure that the 
child’s traumatic stress responses will not be “triggered?” (For example, if placed in isolation or physical 
restraints, the child may be reminded of previous traumatic experiences.) 

DISCLOSURE: Are there reasons for not informing caregivers or staff at the proposed placement about the 
child’s trauma history? (Will this enhance care or create stigma and re-victimization?)

TRAUMA-INFORMED APPROACHES: How does the programming at the planned placement employ trauma-
informed approaches to monitoring, rehabilitation and treatment? Are staff knowledgeable about recognizing 
and managing traumatic stress reactions? Are they trained to help children cope with their traumatic 
reactions? 

POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS: How does the planned placement enable the child to maintain continuous 
relationships with supportive adults, siblings or peers?

4. If you do not have enough information, it may be useful to have a trauma assessment done by  

a trauma-informed professional. Utilizing the NCTSN BENCH CARD FOR COURT-ORDERED  

TRAUMA-INFORMED MENTAL HEALTH EVALUATION OF CHILD, you can request information that  

will assist you in making trauma-informed decisions. 

1 The use of “child” on this bench card refers to any youth who comes under jurisdiction of the juvenile court. 
*http://learn.nctsn.org/course/view.php?id=74



This Court has referred this child1 for mental health assessment.  Your report will assist the judge in making 
important decisions.  Please be sure the Court is aware of your professional training and credentials. In addition 
to your standard psychosocial report, we are seeking trauma-specific information.  Please include your opinion 
regarding the child’s current level of danger and risk of harm.  The Court is also interested in information about 
the child’s history of prescribed psychiatric medications.  We realize that you may be unable to address every 
issue raised below, but the domains listed below are provided as an  evidence-based approach  to trauma-informed 
assessment.

1. SCREENING AND ASSESSMENT OF THE CHILD AND CAREGIVERS

Please describe the interview approaches (structured as well as unstructured) used for the evaluation. 
Describe the evidence supporting the validity, reliability, and accuracy of these methods for children or 
adolescents. For screens or tests, please report their validity and reliability, and if they were designed for the 
population to which this child belongs. If feasible, please report standardized norms.

Discuss any other data that contributed to your picture of this child.  Please describe how the perspectives 
of key adults have been obtained.  Are the child’s caregivers or other significant adults intentionally or 
unintentionally preventing this child from feeling safe, worthy of respect, and effective?  Are caregivers 
capable of protecting and fostering the healthy development of the child?  Are caregivers operating in 

“survival mode” (such as interacting with the child in a generally anxious, indifferent, hopeless, or angry way) 
due to their own history of exposure to trauma? What additional support/resources might help these adults 
help this child?

2. STRENGTHS, COPING APPROACHES, AND RESILIENCE FACTORS

Please discuss the child’s existing strengths and coping approaches that can be reinforced to assist in 
the recovery or rehabilitation process. Strengths might include perseverance, patience, assertiveness, 
organization, creativity, and empathy, but coping might take distorted forms. Consider how the child’s 
inherent strengths might have been converted into “survival strategies” that present as non-cooperative or 
even antisocial behaviors that have brought this child to the attention of the Court.

Please report perspectives voiced by the child, as well as by caregivers and other significant adults, that 
highlight areas of hope and recovery.

3. DIAGNOSIS (POST TRAUMATIC STRESS DISORDER [PTSD]) 

Acknowledging that child and adolescent presentations of PTSD symptoms will differ from adult 
presentations, please “rule-in” or “rule-out” specific DSM-V criteria for PTSD for adolescents and children 
older than six years, which include the following criteria:

•	 Exposure to actual or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual violence, either experienced directly, 
witnessed, or learning that the event occurred to a close family member or friend  (Criteria A)  

•	 Presence of intrusion symptoms such as intrusive memories, distressing dreams, flashbacks, physical 
reactions, trauma-specific re-enactment through play, psychological distress at exposure to cues  (Criteria B)

•	 Avoidance of stimuli or reminders associated with the traumatic event, including avoidance of internal 
thoughts and feelings related to the event, as well as external activities, places, people, or situations that 
arouse recollections of the event (Criteria C)
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•	 Negative changes in cognition, mood, and expectations; diminished interest in,  detachment, and 
estrangement from others; guilt and shame; socially withdrawn behavior; reduction in positive emotions 
(Criteria D)

•	 Alterations in arousal and reactivity, including irritable or aggressive behavior, angry outbursts, reckless or 
self-destructive behavior, hypervigilance, exaggerated startle response, concentration problems, and sleep 
disturbance (Criteria E)

•	 Exhibiting these disturbances in behavior, thoughts and mood for over a month  (Criteria F) 

•	 Significant distress or impairment in relationships with parents, siblings, peers, or other caregivers or with 
school behavior (Criteria G)

•	 The disturbed behavior and mood  cannot be attributed to the effects of a medication, street drug,  or other 
medical condition (Criteria H)

PTSD can also be present for children ages six and younger.  Criteria include exposure; intrusive symptoms, 
including distressing memories or play re-enactment and physiological reactions to reminders; avoidance of 
people, conversations or situations;  negative emotional states such as fear, sadness, or confusion, sometimes 
resulting in constriction of play; irritable behavior and hypervigilance; and impairment in relationships with 
parents, siblings, peers or other caregivers.   

Even if an official DSM-V diagnosis of PTSD is not warranted,  traumatic stress reactions can definitely or 
potentially contribute to the child’s behavioral, emotional, interpersonal, or attitudinal problems. Traumatic 
stress reactions may contribute to problems with aggression, defiance, avoidance, impulsivity, rule-breaking, 
school failure or truancy, running away, substance abuse, and an inability to trust or maintain cooperative and 
respectful relationships with peers or adults. 

4. TRAUMA-INFORMED SERVICES

Has this child ever received Trauma-Focused, Evidence-Based Treatment?*** Sometimes well-intentioned 
psychiatric, psychological, social work, or substance abuse evaluations and treatment are incomplete and of limited 
effectiveness because they do not systematically address the impact of children’s traumatic stress reactions.

The Court is interested in potential sources of trauma-informed services in your area and your thoughts about the 
likelihood that the child can receive those services.

In the meantime, what can be done immediately for and with the family, school, and community to enhance safety, 
build on the child’s strengths, and to provide support and guidance?  How can this child best develop alternative 
coping skills that will help with emotional and behavioral self-regulation? 

5. SUGGESTIONS FOR STRUCTURING PROBATION, COMMUNITY SUPERVISION AND/OR PLACEMENT OPTIONS. 

Structured case plans for probation, community supervision, and/or placement should consider the ability of 
the setting and the people involved to assist the child in feeling safe, valued, and respected. This is especially 
important for traumatized children. Similarly, the plan for returning home, for continuing school and education, 
and for additional court or probationary monitoring should also clearly address each child’s unique concerns 
about safety, personal effectiveness,  self-worth, and respect. Please consider where, when, and with whom this 
child feels most safe, effective, valued and respected. Where, when, and with whom does the child feel unsafe, 
ineffective, or not respected? What out-of-home placements are available that can better provide for this child’s 
health and safety, as well as for the community’s safety? What placements might encourage success in school, 
relationships, and personal development? 

*** Trauma-Focused, Evidence-Based (TI-EB) Treatment is science-based, often requires training in a specific protocol with careful 
clinical supervision, and emphasizes the treatment relationship, personal/psychological safety, emotional and behavioral self-
regulation, development of coping skills, specific treatment of child traumatic experiences, and development of self-enhancing/pro-
social thinking, feeling, decision-making, and behaving. TI-EB treatments include: Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, 
Parent-Child Interaction Therapy, Trauma Affect Regulation: Guidelines for Education and Therapy, Child Parent Psychotherapy and 
more.  See website:  http://www.nctsn.org/resources/topics/treatments-that-work/promising-practices

1 The use of “child” on this bench card refers to any youth who comes under jurisdiction of the juvenile court.


