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Dates of Site Visit: October 14 – October 16, 2014 
 
Purpose of Report 
 
This report outlines the activities and subsequent impressions from a site visit and 
trauma audit to the Allegheny County Children’s Court (Children’s Court) in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania conducted by the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges 
(NCJFCJ) on October 14 - 16, 2014.1 This report is intended for use by the Children’s 
Court to assist in efforts to create trauma-responsive environments, practices, and 
policies and improve upon best practices.  Other uses of this report or substantial 
modifications to content should include consultation with the author(s). This report is 
presented in the spirit of collaboration and open discussion that includes objective 
assessment of practice using an evidence-based and strengths-based framework. 
Accordingly, any recommendations presented in this report could change with additional 
site level information or with further research developments in trauma and allied fields.2 
A final version of this report that incorporates site feedback will be provided to the court. 
 

                                                           
1 Financial support for the audit was provided primarily through the Training for Broadly Competent Courts 

grant awarded to NCJFCJ under cooperative agreement 2012-MU-MU-K001 with the Office of Justice 

Programs under the U.S. Department of Justice. 

 
2 The protocols used for assessing trauma-responsive practice in court settings were developed by NCJFCJ 

researchers and have been utilized in other jurisdictions; however, there are still considered exploratory and 

formative in nature. 
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Site Visit Activities 
 
Prior to the visit, NCJFCJ staff conducted a pre-survey of stakeholders3. The survey 
results from 200 respondents are incorporated into the impressions and 
recommendations of this report. Over the course of the three-day audit, site visit 
activities primarily involved observation of court facilities, building exterior and interior 
entrances, waiting areas, and several courtrooms. The team observed hearings and 
evaluated judicial engagement using a systematic court observation tool. Courtroom 
and courthouse observations were focused primarily on (a) environment, (b) 
processes/practices (e.g., security screening, calling parties to hearings, etc.), and (c) 
interactions between and within litigants and system stakeholders.  
 
NCJFCJ staff also conducted focus groups and/or interviews with attorneys4, both initial 
and ongoing CYF caseworkers, courtroom clerks, and CASA volunteers. NCJFJC staff 
also met with several judges on the Juvenile Bench. 
 
Impressions 
 
Physical Environment. The Children’s Court is located in a historical and relatively 
well-maintained facility. Noise level, lighting, temperature, cleanliness, and traffic are 
considered as factors when assessing the overall physical environment. Safety, signage 
and childcare services are also evaluated through a trauma-informed lens. Each of 
these topics is described in more detail below. 
   

• Noise Level. The level of noise through the larger facility and individual courtrooms 
was acceptable with few exceptions.5  The Children’s Court is located in a historic 
courthouse and jail and the building’s modifications into courtrooms have left loud, 
heavy doors and undesirable courtroom acoustics.  Many of the courtroom doors 
slams shut with a loud bang or open with a loud creak which is disruptive to the court 
proceedings. The noise level in one courtroom was significantly increased because it 
shares a glass wall with the courtyard of the Ross Street entrance. Moreover, the 
sound system in several courtrooms was either non-existent or not working properly, 
as the litigants and stakeholders sitting at the tables could not be heard during the 
proceedings. 
 

                                                           
3 An invitation and survey link was created by NCJFCJ researchers and sent to Allegheny County system 

stakeholders, who were asked to share the link with others at their respective agency. Respondents were 

informed that their responses would be anonymous and that all responses would be reported in an aggregate 

manner. At least one reminder email was sent to stakeholders. The survey link remained open for one week.  

4 County solicitors, parent attorneys, Kid’s Voice Guardian Ad litem (GAL) attorneys, and public defenders 

participated in separate focus groups. 

 
5   An electronic device (HAL) was used to assess light, sound, temperature and humidity throughout the 

courthouse. 
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Courtrooms are open to parties other than the litigants and the Tipstaffs are 
designated to manage courtroom traffic, so the noise level of most courtrooms 
should remain low. However, the steady flow of staff traffic during the proceedings 
increased the noise level in some of the courtrooms. Several of the Tipstaffs further 
increased the noise level in the courtrooms because of their constant egress and 
ingress and communications with court staff during the proceedings. The Tipstaffs 
call the cases by means of a public address (PA) system which could be heard 
throughout the courthouse, especially in the several waiting areas. The volume level 
of the PA system appeared appropriate for the size of the courthouse.  

 

• Lighting. The several floors of the courthouse are well lit with natural light as they 
have large windows in the hallways but only a few of the courtrooms have natural 
light as they open to the main entrance courtyard.  Most of the courtrooms have no 
windows but the lighting in the courtrooms is within normal ranges.    

 

• Temperature. The temperature throughout courthouse (including the courtrooms) 
remained comfortable and consistent (i.e., +/- 70 degrees). Humidity was also within 
normal ranges and remained consistent throughout the courthouse (i.e., +/- 30% 
relative humidity).      

 

• Cleanliness. The courthouse and courtrooms appeared clean. Public restrooms 
seemed to be checked on a regular basis and well-stocked. Restrooms are 
equipped with larger stalls for individuals with special needs.     

    

• Traffic. The Children’s Court has two security entrances with a consistent flow of 
traffic in and out of the courthouse; the heaviest flow of traffic is during the early 
morning (e.g., 8:00 a.m.) and mid-day (e.g., 1:00 p.m.) hours. The Ross Street 
entrance is staffed by two or three security officers, but only male security personnel 
were observed.  The Fifth Avenue entrance had four to five security personnel and 
both male and female security personnel were observed at this entrance. The 
security process appears efficient and thorough and it did not produce much delay. 
The court provides a “check-in” desk at the Fifth Avenue entrance where litigants on 
the Children’s Court docket could check-in for cases and be directed to the 
appropriate waiting area.  The Ross Street entrance did not have a similar desk or 
signage directing litigants to the check-in desk. 

 

• Waiting Areas. The court has several designated waiting areas on the first, second, 
third, and fourth floors of the courthouse. Some litigants and stakeholders 
congregated outside of the designated courtroom doors while waiting for their case 
to be called; possibly due to unclear signage directing litigants to the proper waiting 
areas. NCJFCJ Staff did not observe attorney/client consultation rooms in the 
courthouse.  

 
The waiting room on the first floor is designated for the Self Help Center, where 
litigants can meet with a Domestic Relations Officers to be screened for additional 
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services and be provided options on their case.  The Second Floor waiting area is 
designated as a general waiting area for litigants waiting for their dependency or 
delinquency case to be called via the PA system.  The Third Floor waiting area is for 
litigants applying for and responding to Protection From Abuse (PFA) orders. 
Waiting areas are designated for plaintiffs and defendants within the PFA unit. The 
PFA unit has a workroom where attorneys and domestic violence program 
advocates can meet with plaintiffs, but neither area provides adequate room or 
privacy for confidential consultations. The general PFA waiting area and plaintiff 
waiting area was observed to be crowded but managed. The only separation 
between the plaintiff and defendant waiting rooms was a wall and a staircase. The 
Third Floor also contained a separate, small waiting area for the Law Clinic, where 
law students give litigants free legal advice for custody cases. The Fourth Floor has 
a waiting area and check-in window for litigants in child support cases. The Regional 
Hearing Officer courthouse has a small waiting area for the one courtroom. 
 
The waiting areas have different levels of security.  Most floors of the courthouse 
were staffed by one or two Sheriff’s Deputies stationed at the elevator lobby area.  
The PFA general waiting area is the only waiting area in the courthouse with a 
Deputy assigned to check-in PFA cases and presumably monitor PFA litigants and 
families. No Deputy was observed wandering among the various waiting areas.  The 
waiting area of the Regional Hearing Officer courthouse observed was staffed by a 
Deputy, but only in the waiting area. 
 
A few judicial officers had designated spaces in their courtrooms for children’s 
books, stuffed animals, and children’s artwork. However, the majority of courtrooms 
observed were not child-friendly.   

 

• Safety. Security personnel at the two main entrances require litigants to pass 
through a metal detector and undergo a thorough scan of their persons and 
belongings for contraband.  Security requires litigants to remove all electronic items 
out of their baggage or purses prior to passing through the detectors and, in some 
instances, security requested that litigants remove their shoes.  Employees of the 
court did not seem to be screened for contraband and could bypass the detectors 
with proper employee identification.  Security personnel are employees of a 
contracted agency and not Sheriff’s Deputies. 
 

• Courtroom Safety. There is a strong security presence in the Children’s Court 
courtrooms. One Sheriff’s Deputy is stationed in each courtroom and the security 
presence increases when parties in custody are brought into the courtroom. Parents 
who are in custody are shackled but are not otherwise restrained. It is the policy of 
the Children’s Court to not shackle juveniles in courtrooms unless there is a concern 
on the record concerning safety or flight risk. NCJFCJ staff did not observe juvenile 
shackling in the courtroom. Although NCJFCJ staff observed security in the PFA 
waiting area, they were unable to observe safety protocols in the designated PFA 
courtroom.  



Page 5 of 28 
Allegheny County    Trauma Audit Report 
January 2015 

 

 

 
A security presence in the Regional Hearing Officer courtroom and the Second Floor 
courtroom was noticeably absent. Neither courtroom was staffed with a Sheriff’s 
Deputy.  The Regional courtroom was staffed with a Deputy in the waiting area but 
not in the courtroom. The Second Floor courtroom, where Shelter Care Hearings are 
held, and the designated waiting area on the Second Floor of the Children’s Court 
have no visible security presence. The Second Floor courtroom is connected to an 
unsecured hallway which litigants could access.  The door to this hallway was open 
during the course of the proceedings, causing a potential security concern for the 
Hearing Officer, staff, and litigants. 
 

• Information Booth and Signage. The exterior signage at the Ross Street courthouse 
entrance is non-descript and small, designating it as the “Family Division, Adult 
Section.” Upon initial attempts, NCJFCJ staff could not easily identify the appropriate 
entrance to the Children’s Court and found it after mistakenly entering the Allegheny 
County Criminal court entrance across Ross Street. NCJFCJ staff tried to search for 
the courthouse location via the internet by the title “Juvenile Court” but the search 
resulted in a location on Dinwiddie Street.  NCJFCJ staff was unaware of the Fifth 
Avenue entrance, used to directly access the Children’s Court and marked “Family 
Division, Juvenile Section,” until the second day of observations and by the 
assistance of court staff.   
 
The interior signage of the courthouse consists of letter-boards in the main elevator 
lobby and each floor lobby designating courtroom numbers for judges in the Family 
Division, administrative offices, and various other offices. NCJFCJ staff observed 
that some of the judges heard cases in courtrooms other than the room assigned on 
the board, making it difficult for litigants to identify the correct courtroom.  Litigants 
were informed of the courtroom change only by listening for their case to be called 
via the PA system.  The courthouse had a fair number of smaller printed signs, 
which appeared temporary, directing litigants to various offices.  Noticeably absent 
was interior signage directing litigants who entered the Ross Street entrance to the 
Court check-in desk or to the appropriate second floor waiting area.  
 
An information booth is located at the Ross Street entrance and it was consistently 
staffed by court staff to greet consumers and answer questions.  

 

• Childcare and/or Food Services. The Children’s Court has a child-care center on the 
first floor where children can be tended while parents and caregivers conduct court 
business.  NCJFCJ was unable to observe the child-care center but from the outside 
it appeared to be child-focused with appropriate child toys and art. A food vendor is 
located on the First Floor and several off-site restaurants are within walking 
distance. 
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Interactions with Court System Stakeholders 
 
The NCJFCJ’s audit team’s interactions with court staff were pleasant and respectful, as 
were most interactions observed between court staff and court consumers. Interactions 
between system stakeholders outside of hearings appeared pleasant and appropriate.  

 

• Hearing Observations. Timeliness of hearings varied from punctual to extremely 
delayed (e.g., a hearing was delayed 2 hours from the scheduled docket time). The 
dockets for the Regional Hearing Officers in Permanency Review and Shelter Care 
Hearings were efficient in their time-certain calendaring. The dockets for the 
Children’s Court judges were scheduled in blocks. Thoroughness and organization 
of the hearings also varied. A significant factor observed in the more efficient and 
thorough hearings were the preparedness of the stakeholders to elicit testimony, 
make recommendations, or simply proceed with the case. Most stakeholders in 
Children’s Court seemed well prepared for the hearings.  
 
The large majority of stakeholders were respectful towards each other and to 
litigants.  However, some staff was observed being visibly frustrated by delays in 
court proceedings and verbalizing unprofessional comments to each other about the 
litigants and the delayed hearings. Some stakeholders were not respectful to the 
litigants. The interactions and questioning of juveniles by attorneys, in some 
hearings, were unnecessarily confrontational and traumatizing for the juvenile and 
even for NCJFCJ staff.  In one instance, a juvenile was essentially interrogated 
because she was unwilling to discuss her different opinion in placement options.  
The attorney’s line of questioning unnecessarily triggered a past traumatic event for 
the juvenile, thereby increasing her anxiety and eliciting an emotional reaction.  
 
In the majority of court proceedings, the judges or judicial officer required and 
welcomed the presence of juveniles in the courtroom.  The age of children attending 
court varied from infants to teenagers.  
 

• Judicial Engagement. Judicial demeanor, communication, clarity, and case 
preparedness varied by case type and judicial officer. The Hearing Officers engaged 
with litigants and gave them opportunity to be heard and discussed the importance 
of maintaining permanent connections. However, many of the Hearing Officers were 
rushed, due in part to their time-certain calendars, and there was little discussion of 
adverse experiences, trauma, or toxic stress.   
 
The Children’s Court judges engaged litigants by acknowledging permanent 
connections, called litigants by their name, used non-technical language, and 
inquired into the litigants’ situation. Certain judges recognized the effect of trauma in 
the juveniles and families lives but failed to explain the hearing process and the 
purpose of the hearing to the litigants. 
 
As part of the Trauma Audit, the audit team collected data via a systematic court 
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observation tool. Engagement of judicial officers was rated on the degree to which 
they (1) Gave the parties an opportunity to be heard, (2) Spoke directly to the 
person, (3) Address the person by name, (4) Ask if the person has any questions, 
(5) Ask if next hearing date/time works for them (6) Clearly explained the hearing 
process, and (7) Identified the next steps in the process.. Each of these interactions 
was rated on a two-point scale (1= yes, 0 = no). Table 1 indicates how often each of 
these interactions occurred with each party (i.e., mother, father, and child).    

 
Findings suggest that judicial officers gave all parties an opportunity to be heard 
about 96% of the time (See Table 1). Judicial officers also spoke directly with the 
parties and asked if they had questions, particularly children who attended court 
proceedings. Judicial officers addressed parties by name, especially children in 
court. However, judicial officers and court stakeholders rarely engaged parents 
and/or children in conversation when scheduling subsequent hearing and judicial 
officers did not dedicate much court time to explaining the hearing process or the 
purpose of the hearing, regardless of party.        

 
Table 1. Percentage of Cases Coded as Yes by Party 

Judicial Interaction Percentage  

 Mother  
(n = 27) 

Father 
(n = 17) 

Child 
(n = 14) 

Given the opportunity to be heard 87.5% 
(n = 7) 

100% 
(n = 5) 

100% 
(n = 7) 

Speak directly to the person 87.5% 
(n = 7) 

60.0% 
(n = 3) 

100% 
(n = 8) 

Explained the hearing process and 
purpose of the hearing  

50.0% 
(n = 4) 

20.0% 
(n = 1) 

50.0% 
(n = 4) 

Identified the next steps in the 
process 

50.0% 
(n = 3) 

60.0% 
(n = 3) 

100% 
(n = 6) 

Address the person by name  62.5% 
(n = 5) 

20.0% 
(n = 1) 

100% 
(n = 8) 

Court considered the family’s needs 
when scheduling the next hearing  

0.0% 
(n = 0) 

0.0% 
(n = 0) 

0.0% 
(n = 0) 

Ask if the person has any questions 50.0% 
(n = 4) 

40.0% 
(n = 2) 

100% 
(n = 7) 

 
 
The judges appeared to be most thoroughly engaged when they were knowledgeable of 
the community resources available and appropriate to the litigant’s situation.  Certain 
judges were able to hear recommendations from CYF staff and apply individualized 
services to the litigants.  
 
Online Stakeholder Survey 
 
Prior to the visit, the assessment team crafted an online survey for stakeholders to 
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gather a broader perspective on trauma-responsive attitudes, policy, practice, and 
environment. The invitation to respond to the survey link was sent to the Children’s 
Court stakeholders, and they were asked to share the link with others at their respective 
agencies. A total of 200 Allegheny County Children’s Court and Juvenile Court 
stakeholders participated in the survey.  
 
Below is a brief summary of trauma-related topics captured via the online stakeholder 
survey. These topics include understanding/attitudes regarding trauma, policies, 
practices, and courthouse environment. 
 
The Stakeholder Survey revealed widespread awareness and consensus among 
stakeholders that the court should invest in becoming more trauma-informed, however, 
knowledge, attitudes and beliefs about trauma and traumatic stress varied across 
stakeholders. There appears to be a significant need to train stakeholders on the 
evidence-based practices available in the jurisdiction and a need for a consistent policy 
for screening clients for trauma.  
 
It is important to mention that a large portion of the respondents identified themselves 
as court staff (29.6%) or juvenile probation/parole workers (25.6%), followed by “other” 
(15.6%), judicial officers (10.4%), KidsVoice Attorneys (6.5%), parent attorneys (5.5%), 
County Solicitors (3.5%), social worker/supervisor (2.5), CASA (0.5%), and treatment 
providers (0.5%).  Approximately 47% of survey respondents responded that they had 
received trauma training on topics such as trauma symptoms in children/youth and 
types of trauma. When asked, most respondents defined trauma as a ‘life-changing 
event in an individuals’ life with the potential of long-lasting psychological and physical 
consequences.’ 35% of respondents estimated that the majority of their clients (76-
100%) had experienced trauma.  
 
Please see the Trauma Survey Summary Report, Appendix A for more details.  

 

• Understanding and/or Attitudes regarding Trauma. Although many respondents 
reported some trauma training, 50% of respondents indicated that they disagreed or 
strongly disagreed that they were aware of available evidence based (EB) practices 
in their jurisdictions. Additionally, 26% of respondents disagreed or strongly 
disagreed that they were aware of resources available to them when they felt 
overwhelmed by working with their clients. Findings also suggest that respondents’ 
confidence in their ability to identify and/or assist clients who have experienced 
trauma is lacking.   
 

• Policies. Over 50% of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed that their 
organization had protocols or written policy to (1) Reduce stakeholder ‘burnout’  
associated with working with clients who have experienced trauma, (2) Establish 
commitment to trauma-informed practices, and (3) Regularly screen clients for 
trauma .  
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• Practices. Respondents reported certain favorable behaviors (e.g., treating clients 
with respect); however, some practices could be improved. Over 79% of 
respondents indicated that understanding the impact of trauma is never or [only] 
sometimes incorporated into the daily organizational decision-making practices. 
Approximately 73% of respondents indicated that efforts are never or [only] 
sometimes made to minimize stressful aspects of the child protections case process. 
Lastly, about 62% of respondents indicated that their organizations never screen 
clients for trauma using a standardized tool.  

 

• Courthouse Environment. Although the majority of respondents felt safe while at the 
courthouse, less than one-third of participants felt that the courthouse is easy to 
navigate or child-friendly. The majority of participants felt that all parties were treated 
with respect while in court. 

 
Recommendations6 
 
Trauma responsive care from a universal precautions approach7 is often focused on (a) 
ensuring safety and (b) limiting undue physiological and psychological arousal.8 Given 
that courts are stressful environments that serve injured parties, reducing general stress 
and anxiety are also important goals when seeking to develop trauma-informed 
environments to increase the children and families’ trust and enhance participation in 
court proceedings.  
 
The following recommendations are to assist the Children’s Court in developing trauma-
informed responses and cultivating strategies for implementing trauma-informed 
policies. Recommendations vary in need and complexity. NCJFCJ can assist the Court 
in prioritizing the recommendations and identifying the feasibility of making the 
recommended changes. These recommendations are not exhaustive but meant to 
provide the Court with some ideas for change. Some are broad systems change 
recommendations that will require much time and resources, while others may be 
simple and can be implemented easily.  

                                                           
6 The NCJFCJ is committed to supporting juvenile and family courts to craft individualized and highly 

contextual system reform action plans. Termed a “grounded approach” to system change, this sensitivity to 

local culture, resources, needs and priorities is seen as critical to ensuring stakeholder buy-in and developing 

meaningful outcomes. Thus, the recommendations offered here are general and serve to help guide 

subsequent discussions by the court regarding next steps toward being increasingly trauma-responsive. The 

NCJFCJ remains available to bring its expertise and national perspective to support these discussions and help 

courts craft subsequent local activities and performance measures. 

 
7 A universal precautions approach from a trauma-informed perspective refers to implementing protocols 

that assume all consumers have trauma histories. 

 
8 Hyper-arousal is a common reaction among those who have experienced trauma. Limiting unnecessary 

arousal is important in helping trauma-exposed populations maintain their psychosocial health as continued 

exposure to undue stress can elicit or trigger understandable, but challenging, traumatic reactions.  

 



Page 10 of 28 
Allegheny County    Trauma Audit Report 
January 2015 

 

 

 
Accordingly, recommendations for the Children’s Court to consider in improving trauma-
sensitive practice include (in no particular order of importance): 
 
1. Consider developing and implementing a trauma-specific policy and protocol.  

The court needs to develop a shared definition of trauma and implement policy and 
protocol for trauma screenings related to the trauma trainings and based on 
stakeholder’s input on the Children’s Court system. Most stakeholders’ 
acknowledged they have received some trauma training from either voluntary or 
mandatory trainings but the training was rarely implemented into court policy or 
practice.   
 
The court could develop a shared understanding of trauma and how to best 
implement trauma-informed approaches by working through a local or Statewide 
Roundtable Workgroup. A Workgroup could (1) improve stakeholder engagement or 
‘buy-in’ to the importance of creating a trauma-informed court, (2) lead to a shared 
vision of what works best for youth and families and (3) eliminate assumptions that 
being “trauma-informed” is just a fad that will not be integrated into long-term, 
sustainable, system transformation. System stakeholders and court staff will work as 
a collaborative group to define what it means to be trauma-informed. 
 
As part of this collaborative effort, stakeholders could identify system-level factors 
which are a likely cause of unnecessary stress on families, as well as assist in the 
development of trauma-informed policies and best practices for engaging and 
interacting with clients in a more sensitive manner. For instance:  

• When culturally appropriate, all staff should make eye contact with parties, 
and address parents by their name (rather than mother/father). 
  

• Judicial officers and attorneys should minimize legal jargon when discussing 
the case. Judicial officers can interpret the proceedings for the parties when 
legal language is required. 
 

• All stakeholders should be aware of the community resources and services 
available to families and children so that such services are referred to or 
ordered in a consistent manner.  

 

• Stakeholders should be trained on how to engage and communicate with 
juveniles in the courtroom in order to improve the conversation and witness 
testimony and reduce the stress for juveniles attending court hearings 

 
2. Consider adopting a universal precautions model throughout the court 

system. According to the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (AHRQ), 
universal precautions focuses minimizing risk for everyone by taking specific actions 
when uncertain whether a patient is infected by an illness or disease. Given the high 
rates of exposure to traumatic life events/experiences throughout the justice system, 
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it is very likely that the majority of court stakeholders and youth/family consumers do 
have a history of trauma exposure9. Not every individual exposed to a traumatic 
event/experience develops symptoms and behaviors of traumatic stress; however, 
repeated and chronic exposure to traumatic events/experiences increases one’s 
vulnerability to developing symptoms and behaviors of traumatic stress. Adopting a 
universal precaution model has significant implications for crafting court policy and 
practice with respect to prevention, screening/assessment, treatment and training 
about trauma. The Allegheny County Children’s Court is ready to provide trauma-
responsive justice. However, future efforts need to focus on changing court policy 
and daily practice.  In the medical healthcare system, universal precautions are 
taken to protect the health and safety of patients, as well as the medical 
professionals who serve them. Therefore, it is important that any new policies and 
practices implemented should protect the well-being of the litigants, as well as the 
court staff.  

 
3. Identify trauma-focused, evidence-based providers and community resources 

in Allegheny County. The majority of stakeholders in the pre-visit survey were not 
aware of the evidence-based practices10 or resources available in the County to help 
those who have experienced trauma.  The survey also revealed that participant’s 
confidence in their ability to identify and/or assist clients who have experienced 
trauma is lacking.11 The Court should work with the local Children’s Roundtable to 
map appropriate County resources for litigants facing adverse childhood 
experiences and anxiety. Once the mapping is complete the stakeholders should all 
receive training on the availability of specific resources so reports and 
recommendations to these resources are consistent. 
 

 
4. Develop and implement a written trauma-specific policy for employees faced 

with secondary trauma or “burnout.” Many of the stakeholders reported they 
experience secondary trauma working with clients who have experienced trauma but 
they are unaware of specific protocols in place to reduce “burnout” or help 
stakeholders cope with these unique stressors. The court needs to encourage and 
promote the utilization of Employee Assistance Program (EAP) services available to 
the court staff and county stakeholders who reported being unaware of the available 
services.  Additionally, the Court can develop protocols to deal with secondary 
trauma such as granting court staff the opportunity to be excused from portions of 

                                                           
9 Please note we are not suggesting that all court stakeholders and youth/family consumers are 

psychologically injured (or traumatized) and therefore require massive judicial involvement and 

rehabilitative services in order to recover. 
10 Trauma-focused, evidenced based treatment is science-based and often requires training in a specific 

protocol with careful clinical supervision and often includes Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, 

Parent-Child Interaction Therapy, Child Parent Psychotherapy, and more.  See 

www.nctsn.org/resources/topics/treatments-that-work/promising-practices for further information on 

trauma-focused, evidence based treatments. 
11 Please see the Trauma Survey Summary Report, Appendix A for more details 
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hearings where testimony might be too graphic or offensive to their individual 
sensitivities.  The Court can also work with court staff supervisors to provide regular 
debriefings with staff who may be suffering from secondary trauma. 

 
5. Consider developing and integrating a trauma screening tool. According to the 

stakeholder survey, the majority of staff was unable to identify a Court or agency 
policy of the organization to regularly screen clients for trauma. It would be helpful if 
all clients are consistently screened for trauma and that information is integrated into 
a case plan and supplied to the Court.  The National Child Traumatic Stress Network 
(NCTSN) has developed validated screening tools that could be used by to screen 
clients.  The screening tool can improve cross-systems dialogue and make efforts to 
minimize the stressful aspects of the child protection process for all individuals 
involved. 

 
6. Consider providing a brief explanation of the purpose of the court hearing in 

dependency court. Attending court is a stressful process. In Children’s Court the 
families often received information about hearings immediately preceding their case. 
Sometimes families were provided minimal explanation and/or context about the 
hearing and were left to their own interpretations. Stakeholders can improve 
understanding and retention of the litigants by presenting litigants with information 
about their case multiple times and from different perspectives. The judicial officer 
should provide introductions of the parties; explain materials being presented or 
reviewed; and possible outcomes of the hearing. Additionally, judicial officers should 
allocate time for parents and children to ask questions about the hearing and its 
outcomes.   

 
7. Consider making an effort to schedule hearings and other court appearances 

at the convenience of families and children. It was observed that system 
stakeholders very rarely asked parents and/or children for their preferences when 
scheduling subsequent hearings. Parents often need to alter their work schedule 
and children may miss school or important activities to attend hearings. Judicial 
officers should be sensitive to these burdens and consider asking litigants about 
their needs when planning future hearings.      

 
8. Consider increasing security monitoring in the courthouse waiting areas. The 

lack of a security presence in the Second Floor general waiting area of the 
courthouse and the PFA designated waiting area for plaintiffs is concerning; 
especially given the prevalence of exposure to domestic violence in the court 
system.   The Court should have a security presence in the waiting rooms, even if 
he/she is a roaming security officer.  The presence of both female and male security 
personnel in the PFA waiting rooms is recommended as a trauma-informed resource 
for victims of domestic violence.  

 
9. Consider increasing safety measures in the courtrooms. Although there was a 

strong security presence in each of the Children’s Court courtrooms, the Court may 



Page 13 of 28 
Allegheny County    Trauma Audit Report 
January 2015 

 

 

want to consider taking additional safety precautions for the Regional Hearing 
Officer courtrooms. The Regional Courtroom observed by NCJFCJ staff had a 
Sheriff’s Deputy in the waiting room but not in the courtroom.  

 
The Shelter Care Hearings in the Second Floor courtroom should have a consistent 
security presence to protect judicial officers, staff, and litigants; especially 
considering the parent’s or family’s stressors and potential reactions after the recent 
removal of their children. 

 
10. Consider increasing the security presence on the Third Floor PFA waiting 

areas. In addition to a roaming security officer or Sheriff’s Deputy, the PFA waiting 
areas should be assigned another, designated security presence to cover the 
plaintiff waiting area and consultations area.  Perpetrators of domestic violence 
commonly intimidate and coerce their victims in ways that may not be obvious to 
security or other parties. These coercive, controlling behaviors can lead to traumatic 
reactions in victims (e.g., physical confrontation, emotional withdrawal, stress), 
impede court processes, and compromise the safety of consumers and staff. Both 
male and female security personnel should be assigned to the PFA unit. 

 
11. Consider having separate check-in areas for plaintiffs and defendants in PFA 

cases.  Plaintiffs and defendants currently both “check-in” for a PFA case at a kiosk 
on the Third Floor and then plaintiffs are directed to a separate designated waiting 
area. However, the plaintiff may pass through the defendant waiting area to reach 
their separate waiting area. The waiting and consultation areas are separated only 
by a stairwell.   A separate PFA check-in area would decrease the potential re-
traumatization of plaintiffs in domestic violence cases.  
 

12. Consider making the courthouse and certain courtrooms more child-friendly 
and family-friendly. The courthouse environment and interactions with authority 
figures may be trauma triggers for children and juveniles. Allowing the courtroom to 
become a more child-friendly environment may reduce the child’s unusual courtroom 
behaviors and decrease the child’s anxiety. NCJFCJ observed children attending 
most of the dependency hearings but only a couple of the judges have designated 
child-friendly spaces in their courtrooms with age-appropriate art, decorations, and 
toys. One of the Regional Officer courtrooms has a child-friendly waiting room with 
age-appropriate books.  The court could consider adapting courtrooms to become 
more child-friendly; especially courtrooms where dependency cases are heard. The 
waiting areas of the Children’s Court could also make similar adaptations. 
 

13. Consider providing training to all court stakeholders on cultural and implicit 
bias competency. Being cognizant and understanding of cultural and economic 
differences between the various populations served at the courthouse will likely 
improve consumer-staff engagement, as well as consumer satisfaction.  

 
14. Consider a court-wide signage and court forms renovation initiative. Overall, 
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the signage in the courthouse was inadequate for the needs of the consumers. One-
third of Court stakeholders felt that the courthouse is not easy to navigate for 
families.12 NCJFCJ observed that a litigant could easily mistake the Ross Street 
entrance for Fifth Avenue entrance and lose their way upon entering the courthouse. 
Admittedly, the signs on the exterior of the courthouse may not be subject to 
changes due to the historical nature of the building.  However, the Children’s Court 
could provide signage in the courtyard of the Ross Street entrance to direct 
potentially lost litigants to the check-in desk by the Fifth Avenue entrance and then 
on to the second floor general waiting area.   

 
NCJFCJ also observed that the names of the courts, the signs on the courthouse, 
and the titles of the Petitions, Notices, and Orders are not coordinated which can 
easily confuse a litigant who is trying to find the courthouse location for their court 
hearings. The Courthouse exterior signs state it is the location of the “Family 
Division, Juvenile Section” and the “Family Division, Adult Section;” depending on 
the entrance. Based on the current signage, a parent or family member seeking to 
attend their court hearing may not know the same building contains the Children’s 
Court, the Juvenile Court, and the PFA Court. The Court orders and DHS notices 
are also confusing. A Petition Hearing Notice from Allegheny County Department of 
Human Services (DHS) tells a litigant to report to “Juvenile Court” on a certain date 
without being given an address for the Courthouse.  The orders of the Children’s 
Court are titled “Family Division – Juvenile Section” and “Family Court of Allegheny 
County” and the Dependency Petition is titled “Court of Common Pleas – Juvenile 
Division.” If the parents neglected to contact the Parent Advocates Office prior to 
their dependency court hearing and were entirely reliant on the Notices or Orders 
then they would not know where the courthouse is located.  If the litigant searched 
the internet for the courthouse address by typing “Allegheny County Juvenile Court” 
then they would have the bus drop them at a facility on Dinwiddie Street; which is 
several blocks from the Children’s Court Courthouse.   
 
In order to reduce potential confusion and increased anxiety among litigants, even 
before they enter the courthouse, the Court, in collaboration with the local 
Roundtable, could consider coordinating the titles of the Hearing Notices, Court 
orders, and Petitions to maintain some consistency with courthouse signage. The 
Court or DHS could also include a map or an address of the courthouse with the 

Notice to Appear, Petition, Court Summary, and certain Court orders. This court-
wide initiative to update courthouse signage and forms could improve the litigants’ 
timely attendance to court hearings, lower the litigant’s anxiety, and enhance 
participation in court hearings. 

 
15. Modify courtroom doors and windows to reduce noise during court hearings. 

NCJFCJ observed that the doors of almost all courtrooms slammed during the court 
hearings causing distractions and acting as a potential trauma trigger for litigants. 

                                                           
12 Please see the Trauma Survey Summary Report, Appendix A for more details 
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Basic modifications to the door hinges, springs or doorframe can reduce the noise 
caused by old, jail doors. The windows of some courtrooms were shared with the 
courthouse atrium, increasing the level of noise to the point where litigants in the 
gallery could not hear the judge or the stakeholders.  The court can modify the glass 
on these windows to reduce noise or construct similar barriers. Other noises could 
be overlooked if the sound system or microphones at the tables were fully 
operational.  NCJFCJ observed the sound system at the plaintiff and defendant 
tables was not functioning or non-existent in most courtrooms. 

 
16. Develop a policy and practice to reduce staff traffic during court hearings. The 

high amount of traffic from staff, families, and others during the hearings contributed 
to increased level of noise and multiple distractions in some courtrooms. The flow of 
traffic in a courtroom can not only lead to high anxiety for the litigants but may also 
reduce the significance of the hearing in the mind of the litigant. The Court could 
continue to utilize the Tipstaffs to manage the traffic of all persons in and out of the 
courtroom during the hearings but also training all staff on specific courtroom 
etiquette (e.g. all staff and stakeholders should not enter the courtroom until their 
case is called). 

 
17. Consider designating attorney/client consultation rooms on each courthouse 

floor. The anxiety and stress of a litigant can hamper communication with the court 
and stakeholders before, during, and after a court hearing. A designated 
consultation room allows the litigants to take a moment to debrief and convey 
accurate information to their attorneys without distractions and without compromising 
confidential communication. NCJFCJ staff did not observe designated attorney/client 
consultation rooms in the Children’s Court. 

 
Next Steps for the NCJFCJ and Audit Team 
 

● Remain available to the Allegheny County Children’s Court to debrief and plan 
their next steps toward being trauma-responsive  

● Provide Allegheny County Children’s Court with updates on major developments 
in trauma-informed care relevant to the work of courts. 

● Work with judicial officers and courts to lead efforts to clearly define the 
components of trauma-informed courts/justice. 

 
Summary 
 
The NCJFCJ’s court observations and discussion with judicial officers and system 
stakeholders demonstrated that the Allegheny County Children’s Court is overall well-
equipped and committed to providing trauma-informed care and in improving the system 
to become more responsive to trauma.  
 
Overall, the judicial officers and staff at the Allegheny County Children’s Court were 
very accommodating and professional to NCJFCJ staff and to litigants, thus, 
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demonstrating a commitment to environment that is respectful, supportive, and that 
minimizes the level of trauma to children, youth, and families. 
 
Several areas, outlined above as recommendations, did emerge as potential areas of 
improvement to help the court become more sensitive to the challenges trauma-
exposed and trauma-reactive children and parents face. NCJFCJ stands ready to help 
the Allegheny County Children’s Court develop trauma informed responses and 
cultivate strategies. 13  The Court’s efforts to implement even some of the 
recommendations will move it toward a universal precautions approach, thereby 
ensuring a safe environment for all that seek justice and limit the chances to 
inadvertently trigger reactive behavior in both children and adults.  
 
Submitted by: 
 
Ryan Gonda, JD, and Alicia Summers, Ph.D.  
National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
13 Several organizations have general resources that could support efforts to become more trauma-informed 

in environment, practice, and policy, including the National Child Traumatic Stress Network (NCTSN) at 

www.nctsn.org; Domestic Violence Resource Network (DVRN) at www.nrcdv.org/dvrn; and the National 

Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges at www.ncjfcj.org.  The authors of this report can provide more 

specific recommendations for resources, if desired, by contacting the lead author.  
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Trauma Survey (Pittsburgh, PA) 

  

Methods of Survey Data Collection and Analysis 

 

The NCJFCJ created an online survey that assessed stakeholder attitudes toward 

trauma, as well as perceptions of the trauma-responsiveness of their jurisdiction in 

terms of current policy, practice, and the court environment. An invitation and survey 

link was created by the NCJFCJ and sent to Children’s Court system stakeholders, who 

were asked to share the link with others at their respective agency. Participants were 

informed that their responses would be anonymous and that all responses would be 

reported in an aggregate manner.   

 

Potential participants received the initial email the week of September 30, 2014. The 

survey link remained open for seven days (September 30, 2014 to October 7, 2014).  

 

Part I. Sample Demographics 

 

A total of 200 Pittsburgh stakeholders participated in the survey. The majority of survey 

participants identified themselves as (1) Court Staff, (2) Juvenile probation/parole, (3) 

Other, and (4) Judicial officers (See Figure 1). Several participants who identified as 

‘other’ were domestic relation officers.   
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Approximately 47% of participants (n = 94) had received trauma training. Over 31% of 

participants had received between 5 and 8 hours of training, followed by those who had 

received 25 hours or more (19.5%) or 1 to 4 hours (16.99%) of training (See Figure 2).  
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Fig. 1 - Role of Survey Participants
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Thirty-five percent of the participants reported that 76 to 100% of their clients had 
suffered a trauma (See Figure 3).  
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Types and Amount of Training 

 

Trauma symptoms in children/youth, trauma triggers, and types of trauma were the 

most commonly cited topics discussed in training seminars (See Figure 4). Of 

participants who received training, the number of training topics received ranged from 

one to nine, with an average number of trainings of 4.65 (SD=2.11).  

 

 
 

Part II. Understanding and/or Attitudes Relating to Trauma   

 

Participants were asked to respond to 11 items measuring their attitudes and 

understanding of trauma, on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly 

agree). The majority 14  of participants answered in the affirmative for four of the 

statements relating to trauma (See Figure 5). There was the most variability in 

responses for the following six statements: 

  

• There are resources available to me if I feel overwhelmed working with my 

clients. 

• I am aware of the evidence-based (EB) practices available in my jurisdiction to 

help those who have experienced trauma. 

• I have a clear understanding of what trauma-informed practice means to my 

professional role.  

                                                           
14 For the purpose of this report, majority is defined as 75% or more.  

9
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• I am confident I could identify post-traumatic reactions in the clients I serve.  

• I fully understand how trauma affects parenting. 

• I am confident in my ability to help a client who has experienced trauma. 

 

Participants’ knowledge about available EB practices and employee resources appear 

to be limited in this jurisdiction. In fact, as many as 50% of participants indicated that the 

disagreed or strongly disagreed that they were aware of available EB practices in their 

jurisdictions. Approximately, 26% of participants disagreed or strongly disagreed that 

they were aware of resources available to them when they felt overwhelmed by working 

with their clients. Findings also suggest that participants’ confidence in their ability to 

identify and/or assist clients who have experienced trauma is lacking.   
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Part III. Overall Culture 

 

Participants were asked to respond to four items measuring overall culture of the 

juvenile dependency and delinquency court, on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 

5 = strongly agree).  

• Participants’ agreed or strongly agreed that the court’s goals for dealing with 

juvenile offenders focus on rehabilitation and treatment, followed by deterrence, 

punishment and incapacitation (See Figure 6). 
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Part IV. Policies  

 

Participants were asked to respond to five items measuring current trauma policies and 

protocols, on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The following 

three items are noted as 50-75% of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with 

these statements:  

 

• My organization has specific protocols in place to reduce the ‘burnout’ 

associated with working with clients who have experienced trauma (66.5%).  

• It is the policy of my organization to regularly screen clients for trauma (65%). 

• Written policy is established committing to trauma-informed practices (50%).  

 

These findings suggest these organizations may benefit from developing and 

implementing a written trauma-specific policy for employees ‘burnout’. Additionally, over 

half of the participants indicated that their organization has not established written policy 

related to (1) trauma-informed practices or (2) regularly screening clients for trauma.    
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Part IV. Practices 

 

Participants were asked to respond to seven items measuring how often certain trauma-

related organizational practices occur, on a 4-point scale (1 = never to 4 = always).  

 

Results suggest some favorable behaviors (e.g., treating clients with respect); however, 

some practices could be improved. For example, 62.4% of respondents indicated that 

their organizations never screen clients for trauma using a standardized tool (See 

Figure 8).  

 

Seventy-nine percent of respondents also indicated that understanding the impact of 

trauma is never or [only] sometimes incorporated into the daily decision-making 

practices at their organization. Additionally, 73% of respondents indicated that efforts 

are never or [only] sometimes made to minimize stressful aspects of the child 

protections case process.  

 

These organizations may want to consider integrating a trauma tool into their daily 

practice to inform staff which clients are most vulnerable to trauma triggers, as well as 

improve cross-systems dialogue and make efforts ways to minimize the stressful 

aspects of the child protection process for all individuals involved.  
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Part V. Courthouse Environment 

 

Participants were asked to respond to five items measuring the overall courthouse 

environment, on a 5-point scale, (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).  

 

Less than half (33%) of participants disagreed or strongly disagreed that the courthouse 

is easy to navigate. An additional 30% of participants disagreed or strongly disagreed 

that courtrooms were child-friendly (See Figure 9). Nearly 68% of respondents, 

however, felt safe while at the courthouse and 56% of respondents felt that all parties 

were treated with respect while in court.  
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Part VI. Defining Trauma 

 

Participants were asked to respond to one open-

ended item. They were asked to ‘How they define 

trauma?” Approximately 54% of the participants 

responded to this item. Overall, participants 

defined trauma as a life-changing event in an 

individuals’ life with the potential of long-lasting 

psychological and physical consequences. The 

text box to the right is a list of the most common 

words/phrases, with larger words more commonly 

used. 
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Limitations 

 

The primary limitation of this data is that responses were collected using a cross-

sectional survey. That is, data was collected at a single point in time and from a specific 

sub-sample of the population of interest. At a later date, further analyses may be 

conducted to assess between-group differences of the participant sample. 

 
 


