
Integrating Trauma-Informed Practices Into Interventions for Youth 

EdgeworkConsulting 
Facilitation * Training * Curriculum Design * Mayhem 

 
www.edgeworkconsulting.com 

1 

Many of us are working directly with populations of children and youth who have experienced 
either acute or chronic trauma in their lives.  We may be working in a conflict-area, supporting 
post-disaster/emergency relief, or working in communities and programs in which a significant 
number of our children would be classified as having experienced some type of traumatic 
experience or situation.    
 
Providing meaningful support to these children is not an easy task. We aspire to help them 
regain their psychological and physical strength, and return to being a full member of society.  
To do this successfully, requires a long-term commitment, deep patience and understanding 
from the caregiver, and a special knowledge about what helps children heal and recover.   
 
There are several principles we need to factor into a trauma-informed approach: 

1. Establishing a consistently safe, stable and predictable environment 
2. Recognizing that trauma recovery takes a long time to make a difference 
3. Facilitating the formation and strengthening of meaningful and supportive relationships 
4. Creating many opportunities to experience competence in and control of their lives 
5. Creating experiences that feel “normal” 
6. Offering numerous opportunities to make real contributions to the success of the 

program 
7. Offering many opportunities for physical activity 
8. Providing many opportunities for participants to express their feelings and thoughts 
9. Being ready to have a vital and deeper conversation with a child at any time  

 
The table below describes a series of actions that we can take in designing our intervention to 
ensure that it reflects a “trauma-informed” approach.   This approach comes from the most 
current research and thinking about what children and youth need to support them in their 
recovery as well as Edgework’s frontline experience designing and implementing programs for 
these populations.   
 
Each recommended “action” is accompanied by a short explanation of how this action supports 
trauma recovery and promotion of positive mental health outcomes.   
 
Use this table like a checklist to assess your program’s current effectiveness and as an action 
plan to strengthen your program’s ability to make the largest, most positive impact possible in 
the lives of the children and youth whom you are serving.  
 

Actions We Can Take In 
Our Program 

How This Action Helps Promote Recovery 

Children stay in the 
program for as long as 
possible (measured in 
months or years, not 
weeks) 

Recovery takes time.  It may take children several weeks to begin 
to feel comfortable in the program and sometimes longer to 
begin to truly feel safe and trust the staff.   Program endings can 
often be their own type of trauma for children who aren’t ready 
for the experience to be over. The longer a child is in the program 
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the better chance they have of transitioning out on their terms as 
opposed to an arbitrary ending date.  

Program occurs multiple 
times per week (at least 2, 
ideally 3 or 4) 

Frequency of engagement with the program is vital.  When a child 
attends the program multiple times in a week we increase the 
chance that what they learn will carry over to the next session, 
since the interval in between is shorter.   This “frequency of 
engagement” also helps accelerate relationship building, comfort 
in the program and provides the child with more structure and 
support, than if they only attend once a week.  

Group meets in the same 
location and at the same 
time for each session (or as 
much as possible) 

Ritual and stability are key factors in helping create an 
environment that promotes recovery.  When children can meet in 
the same location and at about the same time, week in and week 
out, this provides children with a sense of consistency, stability 
and familiarity that should help promote the feeling of safety and 
comfort that we want in our group experience.  

Children are divided into 
groups (or “home teams”) 
and remain in those groups 
for all or most of the 
duration of the program.   

With so much disruption in their lives, and potentially significant 
loss or disruption in their family or community life, we want our 
children to have a team or group of peers that they can rely on, 
know well and be close to.  Even if we rotate children to different 
groups for certain activities, our children should have a “home 
team” that they always return to each session to check in, and get 
support from.   

Coaches work with the 
same home-team 
throughout the duration of 
the project 

The power of the caring adult relationship as a protective factor 
for children is well documented.  Just as we want our children to 
have a “home team” of peers they can always connect with in the 
program, we need our children to have those primary caring 
adults that they become close to.  Our children will likely connect 
with all of our staff during different activities in the program; 
however, we want to ensure that every child is “caught” in at 
least one or two close relationships with caring adults.  For 
children affected by trauma, the stability of relationships could 
have been dramatically disrupted.  By assigning coaches to the 
same group of children for the duration of the project we ensure 
that every child has stable caring adults in their lives. 

Coaches always working in 
pairs with a group of 
children 

When working with children affected by trauma, it is absolutely 
essential that we are prepared to have a “vital conversation” with 
them at any point in time. We cannot predict when they may 
need special attention or one-on-one time.  If we are always 
accountable to groups of children on our own, it is almost 
impossible for us to be able to offer our undivided attention to a 
child who needs us most.  Therefore, we must establish a 
consistent practice of pairing coaches together for all activities.  In 
this way, if a child needs one-on-one attention, one coach can 
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step away with the child while the other coach can continue to 
facilitate the group activity.   

Lowest child to mentor 
ratio possible  

The more staff the more opportunities that the children will have 
for forming meaningful relationships with these caring adults.   
Each child is dealing with their recovery in a very personal way.  
The more adults in the program the more time they have for the 
one-on-one attention that each child needs.  

Session schedule has a 
similar structure and set of 
traditions each time, such 
as: 
• Opening and Closing 

Circle 
• Team Check-Ins at the 

Beginning of the 
Session 

• Participant 
Recognition/Praise 
Events 

• Team Talk at the End 
of the Session  

Ritual and tradition are one of the most important ways that we 
can help children recover.  They need the structure, the 
predictability and the safety that is created by knowing that 
certain activities and traditions happen on a regular basis in our 
program.  For the above reasons, these traditions are more 
important in recovery than the actual activities.   Because they 
are recurring, these traditions have the potential to have a 
cumulative impact on the child.   Additionally, when these 
traditions are linked to local culture, they serve to connect the 
children to some of the protective factors inside their community.  
 
Each of the traditions listed to the left serves its own special 
purpose: 
Opening and Closing Circle: Helps children transition in and out of 
the rest of their lives.  We can’t expect children to automatically 
make the “switch” from school/family/life into our program or 
out of the session when it ends.  Opening and Closing Circles are 
celebrations of the community and they help to remind each child 
that they are part of a larger group/family that cares for them.   
This connection to a larger community can be a powerful 
protective factor for children. They stand in the circle and see 
how many people are “on their team.”  
Team Check-Ins at the Beginning of the Session: Connecting to 
and expressing feelings is some of the most important “work” 
that we want our children to do.  It is imperative that we provide 
regular opportunities for the children to think about how they are 
feeling and to practice expressing it in the safety of their team.  A 
quick team check in at the beginning of the session can help to 
facilitate this outcome. Additionally, it helps the team and coach 
to pay attention to who may need extra support on a given day.  
Participant Recognition/Praise Events: For children suffering 
from chronic trauma, the multiple negative things that have 
happened coupled with the loss/pain they have experienced can 
lead to very low self esteem and often they don’t see the 
incredible strengths and successes they have despite the 
circumstances they are in.   Along with the skills we teach and 
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resources we provide, our children need as many reminders as 
possible of their strengths and successes. Though we hope that 
our coaches will understand the importance of praise and 
recognition, we should also structure opportunities into every 
session to celebrate our children, individually and collectively.  
Team Talk at the End of Each Session: The release and fun that 
comes from play is critical in the recovery of the children we are 
working with.   However, it is also critical that we help them to 
reflect and make sense of what they are going through, both in 
the program and in their lives. This can happen as part of specific 
activities we design, however, we should also set aside a special 
time at the end of each session for the team to sit and talk about 
their experience in the session, their feelings, their learning’s, and 
their lives. This 10 to 15-minue-timeperiod can be the most 
powerful part of the entire experience for children.  This is where 
you truly build deep connections among peers, where you get to 
know your children at a deeper level, where they can process 
what is going on in their lives, etc.   

Coaches stop their 
preparations for each 
session at least 15 minutes 
prior to the official start 
time, to greet and spend 
time with participants who 
arrive early.  Coaches also 
do not start to clean up 
from the session for at 
least 15 minutes after the 
session ends, again, they 
can hang out with the 
participants who do not 
leave immediately 
(informal time). 

This “informal time” is some of the best time we have to get to 
know our children.  Unstructured time like this can help facilitate 
relationship building between coach and child, and can actually 
end up being a very special time for a child who may need a little 
extra care or attention from a coach.  Children who come early or 
stay late are often doing this because they need something more 
from the program or the environment they are coming from is not 
safe or this is the best place they have go right now in their lives. 
For these reasons, we want to make ourselves available during 
these critical minutes.  

Program behavior code is 
clearly defined and 
enforced by coaches and 
children during every 
session  

Behavior codes help promote positive culture, help children make 
healthy choices and maintain safety.    In a community that has 
experienced significant disruption, often-societal laws and 
community norms break down.  Rules help children make order of 
their current reality and provide them with a sense of safety and 
protection that they desperately need. 
 

Activities and games are 
designed to promote as 
much positive peer 

No matter the specific game or activity we can also think about 
how we design the activity to promote peer socialization.   
Recovery is something that children do better with a peer support 
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socialization as possible  network.  They need friends.  When we plan activities we should 
always think about how we can promote this type of peer 
socialization. This could include dividing the group into smaller 
teams, working in pairs, assigning children to play together with 
peers they do not know well.  

Each activity and session is 
assessed thoroughly for 
any safety concerns, 
emotional and physical.    
 
Activities are structured so 
that the coach asks for 
input from the children on 
ways to make the activity 
or activity space as safe as 
possible 

Safety is often what is lacking in our children’s lives.  Therefore, it 
is imperative that we create the safest possible experience for 
them in our program. This includes managing any physical hazards 
and even more importantly creating a safe emotional space.  
Additionally, we need to regularly involve children in creating this 
safe space. Children should help look for and remove physical 
hazards and they should be asked to share ideas for how to make 
the activity emotionally safe for everyone playing.   By 
transferring part of the “ownership” for safety to the children we 
are helping them to feel a sense of control over their own safety. 
They may not be able to make their day-to-day lives safe, but they 
can gain confidence and feel empowered making their program 
environment safe.  

Over the course of the 
program, some activities 
are repeated/revisited 

Competence and mastery come from practice, repetition and 
rehearsal.  Competence is a hallmark of resilience and we want 
the children to be able to not just feel competent, but also be 
able to identify how they have become competent in a particular 
activity.   Having had an experience of seeing improvement over 
time in a particular skill or aspect of their life is how we can help 
children to increase their competence. This confidence in 
capability is a hallmark of self-efficacy as well.  

Local games, songs, etc. fill 
a significant portion of the 
program time (Some 
games from the curriculum 
that are not familiar to the 
children could also be 
adapted) 

Children do not necessarily need new games to strengthen their 
resilience and recovery.  The familiarity of local games, songs, etc. 
can help to enhance a feeling of safety and comfort.  Local culture 
is an important protective factor for children. By playing games 
and singing songs of local origin we are celebrating this culture 
and encouraging children to draw strength and pride from it.  

Real opportunities for 
children to contribute to 
the program’s operating 
and success are offered on 
a regular basis 

Real opportunities to contribute to the program’s operating and 
success are some of the most meaningful ways to promote 
healing and trauma recovery.  Trauma is an experience of losing 
control, losing purpose/meaning and potentially of losing 
connection to key people in their lives.  By contributing in a 
meaningful way (setting up materials for the activity, taking 
attendance, even leading certain activities, etc.) we provide the 
child with an experience of being in control, of being needed, of 
contributing to something that has meaning and purpose.  

Every activity is As mentioned above regarding “Team Time” we want to provide 
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“debriefed” in a way that 
helps children make links 
between the game and life 
/program outcomes  

regular opportunities for children to process and reflect on what 
they are learning in our program. To do this we need to pause the 
“action” and facilitate conversations.  These discussions can take 
many forms and don’t need to be very long. The key is that they 
happen on a regular basis. “Talking Time” is as important as play 
time. 

Coaches meet on a weekly 
basis to review “profiles” 
on each child, discuss any 
concerns and make 
referrals if possible. 

We want to create a simple structure and routine in our program 
that will allow us to regularly assess how our children are 
progressing. By keeping some type of record (or profile) on each 
child and reviewing it regularly we can truly monitor their 
development and be able to communicate clearly with families 
and program leadership about the potential progress individual 
children are making.  
 
Additionally, some children may need more support than we can 
provide in our program. This regular meeting allows coaches to 
make thoughtful decisions about when to make a referral.  

Each session has at least 
one-third to one-half of its 
time dedicated to games 
that produce a level of 
physical activity and 
movement 

Rigorous activity has many positive effects. It often draws the 
child in fully to the game and helps them feel free and forget 
about what is going on in their lives. For many of our children 
they are holding so much stress inside that the physical activity 
can serve as a kind of “release” to help them get some of that 
stress out of their bodies.  There are chemicals released during 
rigorous activity that help create feelings of joy and can even help 
temporarily put one’s perspective in a new place.  Many children 
suffer health symptoms when under extreme, long-term stress 
and regular and rigorous physical activity can help them keep 
their bodies healthy.   

Current events that could 
impact participants are 
acknowledged whenever 
possible (This doesn’t 
mean they have to be 
discussed in detail; 
however, their occurrence 
is not ignored or denied) 

Children of almost any age tend to know more about what is 
going on around them than we may want to admit.  And too 
often, well-intentioned adults will try to shelter or protect 
children from these events by not talking with them about what is 
going on.  This silence and denial can often leave children 
confused and on their own to make sense of what is happening. 
They can even believe that things are worse than they actually 
may be, because nobody will talk with them about what is going 
on.  When terrible things happen it is important that we can talk 
openly about them with our children. We do not necessarily have 
to go into detail but we need to be willing and comfortable to 
acknowledge what is happening and be prepared in case children 
do have questions or want to talk about it.  

 


