Milieu Therapy

CASE EXAMPLES:

RESIDENTIAL TREATMENT
CENTER
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Milieu Therapy: Residential Treatment Center

BACKGROUND:

Sarah first entered the child welfare system at age
nine, after being separated from her parents due to
ongoing domestic violence (DV) in the home. Her
father was incarcerated for assault, and her mother
struggled with substance use before entering

recovery.

Multiple foster placements occurred between ages
nine and thirteen, but each ended with Sarah
exhibiting aggressive behaviors and emotional
dysregulation. With no safe relatives able to
provide long-term care, she was placed in a
Residential Treatment Center (RTC) specifically
designed for adolescents with complex trauma

histories.
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Milieu Therapy: Residential Treatment Center

BEGINNING OF TREATMENT:

Upon arriving at the RTC, Sarah was fearful of adults,
especially male staff, due to witnessing DV in her past.
She also struggled to build friendships with peers
because of her quick temper and history of aggression
when feeling threatened.

During her initial week, Sarah displayed frequent
outbursts, refused group participation, and often
isolated in her room. Staff noted her hypervigilance;

startling easily at loud voices or sudden movements.

Created by Khalid Godfrey, LCSW
Milieu Therapy Training Project, 2025



Milieu Therapy: Residential Treatment Center

INITIAL TREATMENT PLANNING:

Treatment planning begins with a collaborative, trauma-
informed approach that considers the whole child.

Initial plans are developed shortly after intake and clincial staff
identifies challenges to address as well as treatment goals clear
plan.

CHALLENGES

e Emotional Dysregulation
e Trust Issues
e Hypervigilance

e Inconsistent Behavior

GOALS

e Increase Emotional Regulation

e Build Trust in Adults and Peers
e Foster Consistent Participation
e Enhance Sense of Safety
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Milieu Therapy: Residential Treatment Center

MILIEU THERAPY INTERVENTION
SAFETY:

Assigned Sarah a consistent bedroom and a
familiar daily routine to reduce unpredictability.
Staff implemented a clear plan for de-escalation,
including options for “quiet space” whenever
Sarah felt overwhelmed.

IMPLEMENTATION &
OBSERVATION:

e Having a safe, private room and a predictable
routine helped reduce Sarah’s nighttime
anxiety.

e When triggered by noise or arguments among
peers, staff calmly escorted her to a quieter
corner, validating her distress while

maintaining firm boundaries.
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Milieu Therapy: Residential Treatment Center

MILIEU THERAPY INTERVENTION
SUPPORT:

A female direct care worker became Sarah’s
primary point of contact, providing a comforting
presence.

With an emphasis on empathy; staff checked in
regularly, asking Sarah how she felt, without
pressuring her to talk if she wasn’t ready.

IMPLEMENTATION &
OBSERVATION:

o Staff checked on Sarah’s emotional state
throughout the day, offering one-on-one chats
or journaling prompts.

e Over two weeks, Sarah gradually trusted her

primary care worker, opening up about her fear

of returning to an unstable home environment.
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Milieu Therapy: Residential Treatment Center

MILIEU THERAPY INTERVENTION
STRUCTURE:

Daily schedule with group therapy, school hours, and
afternoon recreational activities.
Clear rules around personal boundaries, communal

chores, and respectful communication.

IMPLEMENTATION & OBSERVATION:

e Morning meetings helped Sarah anticipate daily
events, decreasing her outbursts.

e She grew more consistent with chores and school
tasks once she understood the routine wouldn’t

abruptly change.
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Milieu Therapy: Residential Treatment Center

MILIEU THERAPY INTERVENTION
INVOLVEMENT:

Sarah participated in morning community meetings
where residents could share goals or concerns.
She was encouraged to co-plan weekend activities,

fostering a sense of ownership in community life.

IMPLEMENTATION & OBSERVATION:

e Encouraging Sarah to help plan a weekend movie
night gave her a positive role in the community,

boosting her confidence.

e She voiced excitement about chosen activities, and

her peers began recognizing her contributions, further

reinforcing her sense of belonging. UAD
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Milieu Therapy: Residential Treatment Center

MILIEU THERAPY INTERVENTION
VALIDATION:

Staff practiced active listening, reflecting Sarah’s fears
back to her: “It sounds like you feel unsafe when people
raise their voices.”

Normalized her responses by explaining that trauma can
lead to heightened anxiety in new situations.

IMPLEMENTATION & OBSERVATION:

e Staff reminded Sarah that her hypervigilance was a
normal reaction to past violence.

e This reduced her shame, and she started
communicating when feeling overwhelmed rather
than lashing out.
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Milieu Therapy: Residential Treatment Center

MILIEU THERAPY OUTCOMES:

After four weeks, Sarah’s aggressive incidents
decreased. She began sitting with peers at meals
and occasionally offering supportive comments
to other residents. Though still cautious around
new staff, her trust in the consistent primary
workers increased, paving the way for deeper

therapeutic work.
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