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Becoming a 
Trauma-Informed 
FDC – A Judicial 
Perspective

Honorable Erica YewHonorable Erica Yew
Santa Clara Superior Court

3

Trauma-Informed FDC

How We Got Started

 Received grant funding to start FDC component Received grant-funding to start FDC, component 
included across the board education

 Laurie Drabble, SJSU, told us about Vivian 
Brown and the concept of being trauma-informed

 Resonated with me and the Court team and 
partners

4
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Being Trauma-Informed
and Being a Good Judge

A t ll d j d i t i f d

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Actually a good judge is trauma-informed 
even if not knowing it

 Characteristics are required by Judicial Canon 
of Ethics

 Characteristics go hand-in-hand with being 
respectful, observant, thoughtful, and 

5

transparent – explaining the process, the 
ruling and the basis for the ruling

Canon of Ethics

 California Canon 3B(4):  A judge shall be 
patient, dignified, and courteous to litigants, 
jurors, witnesses, lawyers, and others with 
whom the judge deals in any official capacity

Trauma-Informed FDC

whom the judge deals in any official capacity, 
and shall require similar conduct of lawyers 
and of all court staff and personnel under the 
judge’s direction and control

 ABA Rule 2.8(B):  A judge shall be patient, 
dignified, and courteous to litigants, jurors, g , g , j ,
witnesses, lawyers, court staff, court officials 
and others with whom the judge deals…
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Importance of Transparency

 Public Trust and Confidence Surveys
- It is the process that is important

Trauma-Informed FDC

p p
 Vivian Brown:  Trauma-Informed Systems

- Be authentic
 Transparency leads to feelings of respect, 

understanding and inclusion
 To be transparent:  you have to explain yourself and 

in explaining yourself, you understand the WHY 
betterbetter

 You remove the unexamined opportunity for bias or 
inappropriate factors to creep into your decision-
making process

7

2005 Public Trust & Confidence 
Survey

 Commissioned by the California Judicial

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Commissioned by the California Judicial 
Council

 Between November 2004 to February 2005:  
2,400 California adults surveyed

 Court experience varies among racial and 
ethnic groups and increases markedly with 
level of education

 For attorneys, outcome fairness is more 
important than procedural fairness
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Conclusion From Survey

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Having a sense that court decisions are made 
through processes that are fair is the 
strongest predictor by far of whether members 
of the public approve or of have confidence in 
California courts
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Don’t Forget About Language and 
Race

 Language and race can lead to feelings of

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Language and race can lead to feelings of 
powerlessness and exclusion and certainly to 
a lack of understanding or barriers to 
communication

 2010 Judicial Council Report to Legislature re 
Language Needs in the Courts

 Based upon data from 2004 to 2008
 California courts provided more than one California courts provided more than one 

million days of spoken language interpretative 
services in 147 languages with the total 
number of service days for mandated 
proceedings increasing 14%

10
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Demographics

 Immigration trends between 2004 to 2008 
show there continues to be significant growth

Trauma-Informed FDC

show there continues to be significant growth 
(42%) in individuals immigrating to California

 4:10 persons in California live in a household 
where a language other than English is 
spoken

 31% of the public served by California courts 
were born outside of the United States

 Language difficulties appear to be more Language difficulties appear to be more 
formidable in court than in other settings
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Use Your Emotional Intelligence

What is EQ
 “Emotional intelligence is the innate potential to

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Emotional intelligence is the innate potential to 
FEEL, USE, communicate, recognize, remember, 
describe, identify, learn from, MANAGE, understand 
and explain emotions.”  (Steve Hein, 2007)

 Ability or skill to identify, assess and control one’s 
emotions or those of others and groups. From 
infancy we are emotional and social beings, we cry, 
t ti l t ito express our emotions; we learn to recognize our 
parents’ emotions to survive; children are the 
savviest manipulator of emotions!  So we can all be 
very good at this!
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How to Use Emotional Intelligence

 Become emotionally literate – label your feelings, 
rather than labeling people or situations

Trauma-Informed FDC

rather than labeling people or situations

 Take more responsibility for your feelings

 Validate other people’s feelings

 Use feelings to help show respect for others

 Don’t advise, command, control, criticize, judge or 
lecture others

 Re-frame the situation as an opportunity for 
personal growth

13

Triggers 
 Understanding our own emotions
 Understanding your triggers helps you deal with 

them

Trauma-Informed FDC

them
 What triggers you?  (we’ve asked judges)

- Tattoos
- Uneducated people
- Bad parents
- Addicts
- Domestic violence

 Important to remove any negative judgment from the 
courtroom 

 Training court staff, partners and team
 Fairness – example, texting bailiff 

14
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New Considerations for Judge in a 
Trauma-Informed Court

R l f j d d b d i

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Role of judge and boundaries

 Rapid and open communication, avoid delays

 Concerns about traditional roles

 Ex-parte communications

 Share control and relinquish ego – boundary 
issuesissues

 Judge is team leader, but

 MDT members have equal voices

15

Unique Style of Leadership for 
Judge in a Collaborative Court

“A l d i b t h l b l k th t

Trauma-Informed FDC

“A leader is best when people barely know that 
he exists; not so good when people obey and 
acclaim him;  worse when they despise him.  
Fail to honor people, they fail to honor you; but 
of a good leader who talks little, when his work 
is done, his aim fulfilled, they will all say ‘We did 
this ourselves ’" ~ Lao Tzuthis ourselves.  ~ Lao Tzu

16
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Trauma-Informed Court

Therapeutic alliance

 Vivian Brown: 50-60% of outcome rests

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Vivian Brown:  50 60% of outcome rests 
upon a positive therapeutic alliance

 Only 1-2% is related to the treatment 
model or methodology used

 20 years of adult drug court research 
indicates that the #1 incentive for people 
is their relationship with their judge oris their relationship with their judge or 
their probation officer

17

Considerations for a Trauma-
Informed Court
 Taking your time even if it is an illusion

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Taking your time, even if it is an illusion
 Reduce waiting if possible
 Noise
 Setting
 Listening and validating where possible
 HONESTY
 RESPECT RESPECT
 HOPE
 TRANSPARENCY: Clear communications and 

expectations

18
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Typical American Courtroom

Trauma-Informed FDC

19
19

More About Standard Courtrooms

Trauma-Informed FDC

20
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Some Differences

 Big
 Public

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Public
 Straight tables
 Distance – physical and symbolic, judge and 

emotions
 Impersonal
 Security and law enforcement
 Male Male
 Can’t talk
 No children
 Bench higher

21

Family Wellness Courtroom –
Welcoming 

Trauma-Informed FDC

22
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FWC Courtroom: Horseshoe, Bulletin 
Board, Stickers, Paintings

Trauma-Informed FDC

23

Children Playing & Waiting Area in 
Courtroom

Trauma-Informed FDC

24
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More About the FWC Courtroom

Trauma-Informed FDC

25

FWC Hearings

 Hearings may occur daily, weekly, twice a month or 
once monthly depending on parent progress

Trauma-Informed FDC

once monthly depending on parent progress

 Staffings are held with the court team prior to the 
hearing to discuss case progress, concerns and 
develop joint recommendations –
COMPREHENSIVE 

 Incentives or sanctions may be given

 Resources given

26
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More About FWC Hearings 

 Strength-based therapeutic court environment

 Parents are given positive feedback on progress

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Parents are given positive feedback on progress 
and areas of non-compliance are addressed with 
TRANSPARENCY

 Providers problem solve with client to identify 
and address needs

 Information and interventions to promote bonding 
and attachmentand attachment

27

FWC Hearings – Parent’s View 

“When I went to court, I always had a voice. I 
did ’t j t it d t t lk d b t I ’t

Trauma-Informed FDC

didn’t just sit and get talked about, I wasn’t 
just talked about from different views. I 
actually was given a choice, ‘Do you have any 
concerns? Anything that you need?’ I was 
given a chance, so I should speak up and not 
be over looked and talked about among 
everybody ”everybody.

28
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Orientation Points

 #1 Truth and no negative judgment
 #2 Work with us – 28 partners and 82 resource

Trauma-Informed FDC

 #2 Work with us 28 partners and 82 resource 
providers

 #3 Tell us what you need – making connections for 
future

 Setting the tone
 Promoting the therapeutic alliance
 Earning the trust, even with bribery Earning the trust, even with bribery
 Setting expectations and use of reminder sheets –

everything is in writing
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FWC Data
 Doors opened March 14, 2008
 As of April 2011, data below:

Trauma-Informed FDC

p
- 1 to 2+ years of services per family (FR → FM)

 290 parents served
- 3 re-entries (mental health and housing) in 3 years
- 11-12% re-entry rate in California
- 1 subsequent pos-tox births in 3 years (despite 

many births and population that had repeated priormany births and population that had repeated prior 
pos-tox births, mothers with 8 children previously 
removed)

30
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More About the Results
 Santa Clara County Santa Clara County Reunification Reunification RatesRates
 2009 = 48%, no separate tracking for Fast no separate tracking for Fast 

Trauma-Informed FDC

p gp g
Track casesTrack cases

 2010 = 53%2010 = 53%, , FWC may be improving general FWC may be improving general 
outcomesoutcomes

 FWC as of September 2010 for Fast Track FWC as of September 2010 for Fast Track 
cases cases = 75%= 75%

 350 children served350 children served
 100% of children whether parents succeed or 

not

31

Sanctions
 Short-term vs. and long-term behavior modification
 No incarceration  vs.  flash incarceration
 Self tests

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Self tests
 Additional meetings
 Essays
 More frequent and inconvenient reviews
 Disapproval  vs.  constant positive regard
 Disappointment
 Relapses understood, but not excusedp ,

 No connection to visitation
 Ultimate sanction
 Other

32
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Fishbowl & Other Incentives and 
Motivators
 Fishbowl

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Diapers and toys
 Connection to medical, dental, 

vision, housing vouchers
 Stages and phases
 Completion ceremony
 Photograph & bulletin board
 Solidarity bracelet

33

 Solidarity bracelet
 Fines conversion
 Less frequent hearings
 PRAISE
 Other

33

Hope – Primary Motivator
 Stephanie Covington:  Be the beacon of hope

 Vivian Brown: Respect and hope

Trauma-Informed FDC

 Vivian Brown:  Respect and hope

 Transparency

 Bearing witness, praise, honoring the past and 
present path

 “Nobody can go back and start a new 
beginning, but anyone can start today and 
make a new ending.”  - Maria Robinson

 “Happiness is when what you think, what you 
say, and what you do are in harmony.” -
M.Gandhi

34
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It Always Comes Down to the People
 Bedside manner
 The people and relationships

Trauma-Informed FDC

 The people and relationships
 The well-calibrated team and connections among 

the service providers
 Tapping into community support (OWP, students, 

union, Toys for Tots)
 Re-parenting and “soothing” the parent
 Non-judgment Non-judgment
 Meeting the parent where they are
 Motivating the parents, staying in programs
 The “love in the room”

35

Love in the Room

• Re-parenting the parents
U diti l iti d• Unconditional positive regard

• Expanding capacity to love, loving themselves
• Holding people accountable
• Not about abstinence, but healing (and the healing 

spreads to extended family)

36
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More About Love in the Room

• Leading a clean and transparent life – not just clean 
body, but in all relationships
N ti j d t• No negative judgment

• “Love is misunderstood to be an emotion; actually is 
it a state of awareness, a way of being in the world, 
a way of seeing oneself and others."  - David 
Hawkins

• “We can do no great things; only small things with 
great love ” - Mother Teresa

37

great love.  Mother Teresa
• “If we do not love our clients, we rewound them.” -

Ann Louise Wagner

Why Problem 
Solving/Collaborative Courts Work

 People want to do better but don’t believe they can

Trauma-Informed FDC

 People want to do better, but don t believe they can
 The human spirit is strong
 Genuine, constant positive regard penetrates pain 

and builds trust
 Don’t discount “bribery” or the power of incentives
 “We have to surprise them with restraint and 

generosity” - Nelson Mandelagenerosity  Nelson Mandela
 People love their children

38
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Why Love in the Courtroom Works

“What was beneficial for me was the encouragement 
that they [FWC] give you. They give you so much 
encouragement and acknowledge every good thingencouragement and acknowledge every good thing 
you do. I got teary eyed every time they would 
acknowledge me for all the good that I’ve done, you 
know, the hard work. I overcame the hard stuff in my 
life. Now it’s getting easier and easier. They 
acknowledge every single thing, too. And that’s what 
makes me want to go on more. It encouraged me to 

39

g g
do good things, because I’m getting acknowledged by 
these people in the court.” 

Transforming a 
Family Drug Court 

to a Trauma-
Informed System

Vivian B. Brown, Ph.D.
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Today’s Overview 

• Understand Importance of Trauma-
Informed (TI) Services in FDC

• Trauma-Informed Systems Assessment
• What is Needed for Transformation to TI

41

• High prevalence of trauma, substance 

Importance of Trauma-Informed 
Services in FDCs

g p
abuse and mental health disorders in 
FDC populations

• Parents need to understand impact of 
trauma on them and their children

• Need to reduce possible re-traumatization

42

p
of parents and children

42
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• High prevalence of trauma, substance 

Importance of Trauma-Informed 
Services in FDCs

g p
abuse and mental health disorders in 
FDC populations

• Parents need to understand impact of 
trauma on them and their children

• Need to reduce possible re-traumatization

43

p
of parents and children
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Importance of Trauma-Informed 
Services in FDCs

• Need to maximize child safety

• TI services improve retention in services

• TI services improve family outcomes, including 
prevention of child disorders

44
44
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Failure to Identify 
and Address Trauma

May lead to:y

• Withdrawal from services

• Inadequate or inappropriate services

• Re-traumatization

• Increase in relapse events

45

• Increase in management problems

• Poor treatment outcomes

45

May lead to:
• Withdrawal from services

• Inadequate or inappropriate services

• Re-traumatization

• Increase in relapse events

• Increase in management problems

What Does It Mean To 
Be Trauma-Informed?

46

Increase in management problems

• Poor treatment outcomes
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Our Clients Expectations

• People who have been hurt and traumatized 
enter new relationships expecting harmenter new relationships expecting harm, 
betrayal, and victimization

• When you encounter a “Fight-Flight-Freeze” 
response, think trauma first 
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Establishing a Helping 
Relationship with Our Clients

• Traumatized clients understandably have  special 
sensitivities to feeling controlled, humiliated, orsensitivities to feeling controlled, humiliated, or 
criticized by authority figures

• Hyper-vigilant attention to our tone of voice, body 
language, pace of speech, facial expressions 
becomes a way for the survivor to stay as SAFE AS 
POSSIBLE

• Trauma severs connections Only through secure

48

• Trauma severs connections. Only through secure 
attachments can the client gain a sense                                 
of safety and regulate arousal 
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Family Drug Court Program

What we are all trying to do with our FDC 
clients is to first focus on Safety The goalsclients is to first focus on Safety.  The goals 
are to help clients:

• Gain control over overwhelming symptoms

• Remove themselves from dangerous 
situations (e.g., DV)

Eli i t lf h ( b t )

49

• Eliminate self-harm (e.g. substance use)

• Attain healthy self-care for                              
themselves and                                                        
their children 

Safety:  The 4 Ss

• Safety means modifying the environment to 
reduce stimuli and induce calmingreduce stimuli and induce calming

• Support involves listening and talking in 
supportive ways

• Structural techniques include limit setting, 
conveying behavioral expectations 

S t t i i d t i t

50

• Symptom management is aimed at  anxiety, 
agitation, etc., through relaxation methods, stress 
reduction, and new coping skills
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• Takes into account the role and

Trauma-Informed 
Family Drug Court 

Takes into account the role and 
impact of trauma and violence in the 
lives of the individuals we serve

• Accommodates the multiple 
vulnerabilities and strengths of 
trauma survivors

51

• Establishes “Safety First” in both 
physical and emotional  areas

Trauma-Informed 
Family Drug Court 

• Services are delivered in a way that avoids 
triggering trauma memories or causingtriggering trauma memories or causing 
unintentional re-traumatization

• Supports client control and choice whenever 
possible

52
52
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Trauma-Specific Interventions

• Services designed specifically to address 
trauma, violence, and related symptoms 

• The goals of services is to restore a sense of  
safety to survivor; restore a sense of control 
and autonomy; to increase coping skills that 
allow survivors to manage their symptoms, 

til th b d d li i t d

53

until they can be reduced or eliminated

Some Evidence-Based Practices

• Seeking Safety - Najavits, LM. (2002).  Seeking 
Safety:  A  treatment manual for PTSD and substance y
abuse.  New York: Guilford Press

• TREM: Trauma Recovery & Empowerment – Harris, 
M & Community Connections (1998). Trauma Recovery 
and Empowerment: A clinician’s guide for working with 
women in groups. NY: Free Press.

• TARGET-AR: Trauma Adaptive Recovery Group

54

TARGET AR: Trauma Adaptive Recovery Group 
Education & Therapy for Persons in Addiction 
Recovery – Ford, JD, Mahoney, K.

et al.,(2003) Farmington, CT:                                                        
Univ. of Conn. Health Center.



28

EBPs for Children

• Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 
(TF CBT)(TF-CBT)

• Parent-Child Interaction Therapy (PCIT)

• Child-Parent Psychotherapy (CPP)

• Attachment Self-Regulation and Competency: A 
Comprehensive Framework for Intervention with 
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Complexly Traumatized Youth (ARC)

Trauma Assessment 
for FDC and Partners

• Fallot & Harris (2004) developed an Agency Self-
Assessment, involving five (5) core elements:Assessment, involving five (5) core elements:

– Safety

– Trustworthiness

– Collaboration

– Choice

– Empowerment

56

• Brown (2008) adapted the Assessment 
into a System/Agency “Walk-Through” 
that allows staff/administrators to 
move through system processes 
through the eyes of the client 
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Agency Self-Assessment

• We look at each step from first contact with the 
court to referrals for treatment and othercourt to referrals for treatment and other 
options, to identify “triggers” and develop  an 
Action Plan that includes several possible 
solutions for each potential trigger

• The constant question is: “Could this 
procedure/step/practice upset or trigger a

57

procedure/step/practice upset or trigger a 
client?”
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• It is a mutual information-gathering strategy that 
d t f l lik j d t

Agency Self-Assessment

does not feel like a judgment

• When we look through the “trauma lens,” we 
understand that we may be unintentionally  re-
traumatizing clients

• Trainings and TA then grow from the 
A t d A ti Pl

58

Assessment and Action Plan

58
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Assessment

Examples of Safety Questions that guide the 
assessment:

• Are security personnel present?

• How would you describe the reception and 
waiting room? Comfortable? Inviting?

• Is there a children’s space?

• Are the first contacts with clients welcoming, 
tf l d i ?

59

respectful, and engaging?

• Do clients receive clear explanations                          
and  information about each                               
program procedure?

59

Example from Santa Clara Family Wellness Court

A t A f t i th th d

Agency Self-Assessment

• Assessment Area: safety in the courthouse and 
courtroom

• Potential triggers:

- Security staff with guns

- Crowded waiting rooms; children upset

60

- Lack of privacy, conversations

- Batterer may be present

60
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Potential changes
M t ld t li t d h l

Agency Self-Assessment

• Mentors could greet clients and help 
them through security

• Children could wait in another area or 
site nearby until needed in Court

• Social Worker or DV Specialist  (who 

61

attend court hearings) can sit with clients 
and discuss procedures                                 
with them

61

May lead to:
• Withdrawal from services

• Inadequate or inappropriate services

• Re-traumatization

• Increase in relapse events

• Increase in management problems

Example of Transforming a 
Family Drug Court to a                

Trauma-Informed System:
Santa Clara County, CA 

62

Increase in management problems

• Poor treatment outcomes
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Steps in Process

• Initial conference on trauma with plenary and 
workshopsworkshops

• Meeting with key partners and design of Action 
Plan

– “What does trauma-informed look like?”

• Observation of the Family Wellness Court to 
assess triggers

63

assess triggers

• Design of a trauma assessment
walk-through

• Walk-through of FWC with 
all key partners  63

• Formulation of Plan, including:

Iss es potential triggers possible sol tions

Steps in Process

– Issues – potential triggers – possible solutions

• Open invitation for partners to use consultant to 
implement trauma assessments (or anything else 
that fit better for the agency)

• Trauma training of Court staff

64

• Trauma trainings for agency staff

• Development of TI 
children’s activities

64
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• Training of child providers on the TI children’s 
activities

Steps in Process

activities

• Development of a TI parenting module

• Training of parent training coordinators on the 
TI parenting module

• Ongoing consultations and TA with system 
t

65

partners  

• Access to EBP in trauma-specific interventions

– Seeking Safety in DADS

– Trauma-focused CBT in mental health          
65

What is Needed for Transformation

• Commitments from all collaborative partners 
to engage over a long-enough period of time

• Multi-level training for providers and partner 
staff (e.g. court staff)

• Continuous system assessment and 
modification 

• Trauma-specific services available in a

66

Trauma specific services available in a 
number of partner sites

• Internal and/or external consultant(s) 
knowledgeable of TI systems                                   
and trauma-specific                                    
interventions 

66
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FDCs as a Laboratory for Change

67

Resources

• Fallot, R. D., & Harris, M. Creating Cultures of 
Trauma-Informed Care (CCTIC). A Self-Assessment 

d Pl i P t l W hi t DCand Planning Protocol. Washington, DC: 
Community Connections (updated April 2009).

• SAMHSA National Center for Trauma-Informed 
Care – www.samhsa.gov/nctic/

68
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Questions & Discussion
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Contact Information

Honorable Erica Yew
Santa Clara County 
Superior Court California

RESOURCES
Please visit our website:
http://www.cffutures.org/projects/

Vivian Brown, PhD
Founder and Retired CEO

Superior Court, California
fdc@cffutures.org

http://www.cffutures.org/projects/ 
family-drug-courts

GENERAL INQUIRES:
fdc@cffutures.org

Prototypes
Los Angeles, CA
fdc@cffutures.org
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VISIT:  
www.cffutures.org


