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Our Schools Are Different… 



The Children’s Guild 
• 6 Schools 

• 2 are Non-Public 

• 4 Charter (Reg-Ed) 

• 3 Group Homes 

• Therapeutic Foster 

Care 

• Family Help Center 

(OMHC) 

• 2 Autism Centers 

 



What’s The Upside Down Organization? 
• A unique learning organization 

to “Help Adults Help Kids.” 

• Nonprofit. Benefits go to kids 

at The Children’s Guild. 

• Applied Research. We are 

operating schools, group 

homes, foster care, mental 

health and autism programs! 

• Word of Mouth Marketing. 

Our participants “spread the 

word.” If you benefit today, 

please tell someone about us! 

 

 

www.upsidedownorganization.org 

 

 



 

  

• 25 Learning 

Experiences on 

topics such as 

ADHD, Poverty, 

Executive Function, 

Adolescent Brain, 

Gender Differences 

and More! 

• Presented in 44 

states and 4 

foreign countries. 

• Award-Winning! 

  

The Upside Down Organization 



Session Itinerary: 
3 Quick “Ds” 

1.  The DEVASTING impact of childhood 

trauma on individuals, families and 

communities. 

2.  The DOMINATING influence of trauma                                    

on court-involved children and youth. 

− Why trauma matters 

− Trauma and the brain 

3.  The DECISION to transform the court  

experience from fear to hope 

  

 

 



1.  The 

DEVASTATING 

impact of 

childhood 

trauma. 



The Most Significant Public 

Health Issue in the U.S.? 



Childhood Trauma 



The Adverse  
Childhood Experiences Study 

(ACES Study) 



Adverse Childhood Experiences: 
 Do They Matter? 



ACES Study Findings 
As the number of ACES increase, risk for the following 

increase (strong statistical correlation): 

1. Alcohol Abuse 

2. Depression 

3.   Drug Use 

4.   Partner Violence 

5.   Suicide Attempts 

6.   Adolescent Pregnancy 

7.   Arrest 

8. Incarceration 
Felitti VJ, Anda RF, Nordenberg D, et al. Relationship of childhood abuse and household dysfunction to               

many of the leading causes of death in adults. The adverse childhood experiences (ACE)                                   

study. Am J Prev Med 1998;14:245--58. 

 

 

 

http://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.cdc.gov/


Trauma in Childhood is also  
Highly Correlated with: 

• Conduct Disorder 

• Oppositional Disorder 

• Attachment Disorder 

• Adolescent Violence 

• Delinquency   

 R. Greenwald: Trauma and Juvenile Delinquency: Theory, Research 

and Interventions (Haworth Press, Philadelphia, PA., 2002) 

 

 



A History of Child Abuse 
Contributes to: 

• Increase in Suicide 

Attempts 

• Prevalence of 

Substance Abuse 

Disorder 

• Higher Incidence of 

Personality Disorder 

• Earlier Onset of 

Mental Illness 

• Higher 

Hospitalization Rate 

for Psychiatric 

Issues 
 

Mayo Clinic. “Psychological Impact 

of Child Abuse in Depressed 

Inpatients.” Science Daily, 24 

May 2009. 



“A history of child abuse makes 

most psychiatric conditions 

worse…this data urges more 

aggressive approaches from the 

public health perspective to 

prevent child abuse.” 

Magdelena Romanowicz, MD 

Mayo Clinic study author 



It’s Worse Than You Think… 

• Most child maltreatment is never 

reported, especially for sexual abuse and 

emotional abuse. 

• In a 2005 study using random-digit dialing 

phone survey, maternal-reported physical 

abuse was 40 times greater and sexual 

abuse was 15 times greater than official 

statistics for the same period.  
     (Theodore et al., 2005. Pediatrics 115:e331-337) 



“There are nearly 3 million child abuse 

cases REPORTED each year. Experts say 

the actual number is closer to 9 million, 

since most go unreported. This puts child 

abuse at epidemic proportions in this 

country. Each day nearly 4 children die 

from child abuse. Child abuse costs the 

U.S. economy $250 Million dollars a DAY. 

It's time we do something.”  

Court-Appointed Special Advocates, Kane County, Illinois 

website, retrieved September 8, 2014. 
 

 

 
 

 

http://www.casakanecounty.org/about-casa/child-demographics
http://www.casakanecounty.org/about-casa/child-demographics


Child Abuse in the United States 

• 1 in every ___ children in the United States 

is abused before her/his 18th birthday.  

• 1 in every ___ Native American children in 

the United States is abused before her/his 

18th birthday.  

• 1 in every ___ African American children in 

the United States is abused before her/his 

18th birthday. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Child Abuse in the United States 
• 1 in every 8 children in the United States is 

abused before her/his 18th birthday.  

• 1 in every 7 Native American children in the 

United States is abused before her/his 18th 

birthday.  

• 1 in every 5 African American children in 

the United States is abused before her/his 

18th birthday. 
Wildeman, C., et al., The Prevalence of Confirmed Maltreatment Among U.S. Children, 

2004 to 20011, JAMA Pediatrics, 2014; DOI:10.10011jamapediatrics.2014.410 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



2.  The DOMINATING 

influence of trauma                                    

on court-involved 

children and youth. 

− Why trauma matters 

− Trauma and the 

brain 

 



The Most Important Issue… 

“Unresolved posttraumatic stress in turn can lead 

to serious long-term consequences into adulthood 

(Briere,1997), such as problems with interpersonal 

relationships; cognitive functioning; mental health 

disorders, including PTSD; substance abuse; anxiety; 

disordered eating; depression; self-injury; conduct 

problems—all of which can increase the likelihood of 

involvement in the justice system.” (Ford, 2009; 

Friedman, Keane, & Resick, 2014; Kerig & Becker, 

2014). 

 



The Dominating  
Influence of Trauma 

Why Trauma 

Matters: 

Trauma in childhood 

can lead to emotional, 

behavioral and 

psychiatric problems 

that can emerge in 

childhood, adolescence 

or adulthood.  



The Dominating  
Influence of Trauma 

• Emotional Problems 

• Lower IQ; Reading Scores 

• Dendritic Shrinking 

• Inappropriate Attachments 

• Neuron Death 

Trauma and the Developing Brain 

Overdevelopment of 

the Stress 

Regulation System 

Changes in the 

Size and Function 

of Critical Brain 

Organs 

Two Significant Biological Impacts of Trauma: 

• Smaller Corpus Callossum 

• Smaller Hippocampus 

• Larger, More Active Amygdala 

• Smaller, Less Active Frontal Lobes 



What is My Purpose? 

    It can be persuasively 

argued that the brain 

has a single purpose 

during development 

and is engineered to 

achieve that 

purpose… 

    What do you think 

that purpose is? 



What is My Purpose? 

    Survival 
(So brains place a high 

priority on detecting, 

assessing and 

avoiding/escaping 

physical or emotional 

threat) 

 



Survival in the Brain:  
The Stress Regulation System 

• The brain is engineered 

to recognize and respond 

to threat via the stress 

response. 

• To understand this 

response, we need a little 

anatomy and chemistry. 



Let’s Meet the Amygdala 



Amygdala =  
Chief Survival Organ 



Alert! 
Stress 

Response 
Distress! 

Cortisol 

DANGER 

Cortisol x2  

plus 

Adrenaline 

3 Stages of the 

Stress Response  
(Amygdala Driven)  

Amygdala compels you to: 

1. Solve the threat 

     causing stress. 

2. Escape from the threat. 

3. Cope with the threat. 

4. Defend yourself the best 

    you can. 

5. At any cost, survive. 



Distress kills cells in     

the Hippocampus 
• Distress hurts memory and 

learning 

• Distress compromises 

immune function 

• Distress activates the limbic 

brain (more emotional) 

Impact of Too Much Cortisol 



• Brain 

Damage 

• Poor Social 

Skills 

• Low Verbal 

Skills 

• Memory 

Impairment 

 

Effects of Too Much Cortisol 

• Aggression 

• Impulsiveness 

• Anxiety 

• Dissociation 

 



Stress Impact: Your Guess? 
Study had 3 groups of mice: 

1) Remained in home cage  

2) 12 hrs. daily of restraint stress 

3) social reorganization   

All infected with respiratory 

virus 

Match the 3 groups above with 

their 30-day mortality rates: 

       a.)  8%     b.) 15%    c.) 70%  
        (Padgett and Sheridan, 1999) 



Social Instability Impact 
• Remained in home cage 

            8% 

• 12h daily of restraint stress 

               15% 

• Social reorganization   
             70% 

  Social stress is a killer!  
             (Padgett and Sheridan, 1999) 
 



Impact of Distress on Neurons 

Control        Stressed 

 Dendrites taken from rat brain 

show effects of distress. 

 How much (time) exposure to 

distress would you predict it 

would take for neurons to                             

wither as shown? 

 a.) 2 hrs./day for 2 months  

 b.) 30 min./day for 7 wks 

 c.) 1 hr./day for 10 weeks 

 d.) 10 min./day for 5 days 

     (Brown et al. 2005) 

 

 



Distress Impact 

 There is strong evidence of 

withering and retraction of 

dendritic branching within … 

 a.)    

b.)   

c.)  

d.) 10 min./day for 5 

days! 

      (Brown et al. 2005) 

 

 
Control        Stressed 



Impact of Distress on Young Brains 
• Emotional Problems 

(Burgess et al., 1995)  

• Lowers IQ, Reading Scores                                                             

(Delaney-Black, et al. 2002)  

• Memory Loss                                                                                     

(Lupien, et al. 2001) 

• Shortens Dendrites                                                                            

(Cook and Wellman, 2004), (Brown, et al. 2005)  

• Neuron Death                                                                                        

(De Bellis, et al., 2001) 

• Inappropriate Attachments                                                                

(Schore, A. 2002)  

 



“Excess cortisol (traumatic stress) 

is the biggest unseen obstacle to 

healthy development in court-

involved children and youth.” 
— Frank Kros 

  



Child Maltreatment/Trauma is 
a Massive Stressor  

• Smaller 

Hippocampus 

• Smaller Corpus 

Callossum 

• Larger Amygdala 

• Smaller, Less Active 

Frontal Lobes 
             (Perry, 2009) 



Brains Change as a Result of                     
Abusive Experience 

 



Physical Trauma 



Physical Trauma 



Effect of Extreme Language Deprivation 

Center for Educational Enhancement and Development 



Take Home Message  
    Chronic stress (excess cortisol) 

is the key issue to address in 

child trauma. Until cortisol is 

reduced to near normal ranges, 

damage to brain development is 

likely to continue. Trauma is 

common − if not dominant − 

among court-involved children 

and youth. Courts should go to 

great lengths not to add to the 

trauma children have 

experienced. 



3.  The DECISION to 

transform the 

court experience 

from fear to hope: 

a new paradigm. 



“At least every 12 months at a hearing under this 

section, the court shall consult on                                   

the record with the child in an                                                          

age-appropriate manner.” 
 

MD Code Cts. & Jud. Proc. 3-823(k) 

 Permanency Plan for Out-of-Home Placement; 

 Annual Consultation on Record with Child 

 
  



It is the policy of the NCJFCJ that children 

of all ages should be present in the court 

and attend each hearing, mediation, pre-

trial conference and settlement conference 

unless the judge decides it is not                            

safe or appropriate. 

National Council of Juvenile and 
Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ) 



• Judges should be trained in how to 

engage children in court. 

• Courts should develop policies to ensure 

children have the opportunity to attend all 

court events. 

• Children should be parties to their cases 

and appointed competent representation. 

  

National Council of Juvenile and 
Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ) 



• Children should receive meaningful notice 

of and preparation for hearings. 

• Judges should ask why and make findings 

if child is not present. 

• The judge should continue hearings to 

secure the appearance of the child. 

 

 

National Council of Juvenile and 
Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ) 



But, is this good policy if 

courts are confusing, 

frightening, anxiety-provoking 

places for children and 

youth?  



The Duty to Consult is Just the 
Beginning… 

• Permanency/Dependency Courts are rapidly developing 

awareness and expertise on the impact of childhood trauma. 

• Courts will look and operate differently based on this new 

understanding of trauma. 

• Courts have a duty to endeavor not to add to trauma but 

to become safe, friendly and engaging resources for 

children and youth. 

• These changes will improve the court experience for 

everyone involved. 



Trauma-Informed  
Judicial Practice 

1. Require a trauma screen and/or 

assessment on each child/youth 

involved in your court.  

ASK: “What has happened to you?” 

rather than “What is wrong with you.”                   

- Joan Gillece 



Trauma-Informed  
Judicial Practice 

2. Learn about trauma and its impact 

on the developing brain.  
 

(www.upsidedownorganization.org) Interviewing on the 

Record Bench Tool; Child Abuse and the Brain; 

Poverty and the Brain; Children as Witnesses 

National Child Traumatic Stress Network 

(www.nctsn.org) 

http://www.upsidedownorganization.org/
http://www.nctsn.org/


From the National Traumatic 
Stress Network: 

“Research has conclusively demonstrated that 

court-involved children… present with 

extremely high rates of traumatic stress… 

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.” 



Trauma-Informed  
Judicial Practice 

3. Transform your courtroom into a 

place where children and youth 

are not terrified, but feel invited, 

welcomed, educated and heard. 
  

 









 
Kid-Friendly Courtroom 

 



 
Kid-Friendly Courtroom 

 



Trauma-Informed Practices 

• Most children and youth coming to 

the court are anxious, fearful, 

uncertain and very interested in 

what is going to happen to them. 



Trauma-Informed Practices 

• To reduce anxiety, fear and uncertainty, 

courts should implement practices that 

educate child/youth participants about the 

people and the processes in the courtroom 

including welcoming the child, 

introductions, courtroom tours and an 

opportunity for the child to ask questions. 



Trauma-Informed Practices 

• Judges should explain in non-legal and 

age-appropriate terms, the purpose of the 

hearing, the decision(s) the judge will be 

making, and what information the judge will 

use in making the decision(s), including 

asking child/youth for input. 



Trauma-Informed Practices 

• The judge should decide the best 

context for asking the child questions 

and/or obtaining the child’s input on 

the record including location and the 

presence of witnesses. 



Trauma-Informed Practices 

• The judge should endeavor first to “do 

no harm” with particular attention to 

language and demeanor that may 

communicate threat or intimidation. 



A New Paradigm 

• Justice must be administered differently 

for traumatized children. 

• Courts must acknowledge that 

traditional court processes and systems 

may traumatize children. 

• Substantial expertise on trauma exists  

to assist in the transformation to a non-

traumatizing justice system. 



Creating a Trauma-Informed 
Child − and Family − Service Court 

• The National Traumatic Stress Network 

•  (Bench Card for the Trauma-Informed 

Judge) 

• http://www.nctsnet.org/resources/topics/

creating-trauma-informed-systems 



A Public-Private Partnership? 

Maryland has the 

resources to create a  

justice system responsive 

to the needs of 

traumatized children. By 

reaching out to the many 

agencies in our state 

skilled in trauma-informed 

care, Maryland’s judiciary 

can lead the way. 



Final Thought 

“Some people see things as 

they are and ask:  

WHY?  

I dream things that never were 

and ask:  

WHY NOT?” 
George Bernard Shaw; Robert F. Kennedy 

(paraphrased) 


