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By Robert Schieler, EdD, FSC 

The purpose of this study was to investigate why the sanctuary model is an effective behavioral 
change agent for court-adjudicated youth in residential treatment programs. Based principally on 
the research of Dr. Sandra Bloom (Bloom, 1997; Bloom and Farragher, 2011), the researcher 
describes the sanctuary model as “a trauma-sensitive and trauma-focused theoretical and 
treatment protocol that creates safe therapeutic environments promoting healing and sustaining 
human growth, learning and health, and instilling hope.” The model is built on seven 
commitments: commitments to promoting non-violence, to emotional intelligence, to social 
learning, to democracy (shared decision-making), to open communication, to social 
responsibility, and to growth and change. 

A secondary motive for the research was to ascertain if the sanctuary model blended with the 
Lasallian heritage. That heritage is based on the educational and spiritual vision of Saint John 
Baptist de La Salle, founder of the Brothers of the Christian Schools, an international Catholic 
teaching congregation. While providing a quality education, the heritage emphasizes building 
relationships between the teacher and student, a relationship characterized as “an elder brother 
and a young brother.” To study this secondary aspect, a Lasallian center was chosen in which to 
conduct the research. The center was comprised of 160 male residents, 200 full-time, and 40 
part-time staff. The staff had been previously trained in the sanctuary model. 

Four research questions guided the study. One was directed at the residents, one for the staff, and 
two for the researcher. For residents, the question asked how the model helped them make 
positive changes in their lives. For the staff, the question asked if the model contributed to the 
transformation of the organizational culture. The researcher wanted to learn if the model brought 
about a paradigm shift in staff understanding of the cause of delinquency. He also sought to 
ascertain “what non-linear feedback loops cultivate and shape change within this residential 
placement system and how . . . they increase safety in placement and in the workplace?” During 
the interviews, further questions were developed to discover linkage with the model’s seven 
commitments. 
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There is, as part of the study, an extensive review of the different types of trauma young people 
experience (exposure to violence and abuse, a catastrophe such as 9/11, growing up in a war-torn 
environment, poverty, and neglect) and the detrimental effect it has on young people’s growth 
and psyche. The researcher also describes developments in the field of trauma theories. Trauma, 
attachment, complexity theories, and studies in neuroscience were reviewed to explore if a 
relationship exists between trauma, attachment, treatment, and recovery. In this regard, the 
researcher relied on the studies of Bloom (Bloom and Farragher, 2011; Farragher and Yanosy, 
2005), which “postulates that human beings and human brains operate optimally when they are 
protected from being overwhelmed by stress” (page 25). In her studies of people in stressful 
situations, Bloom asked, “What has happened to you?” instead of “What’s wrong with you?” 
This approach, according to Bloom, shifts a person’s experience of stress and trauma “from a 
model that blames the victim and pathologizes resultant behaviors . . . to one that offers freedom 
through insight and self-awareness, encourages resilience and hope, and offers safety to a person 
viewed as ‘injured.’” 

A qualitative research method was employed to gain answers to the four questions. Instruments 
included observations, content analysis of agency documents, focus groups with staff and 
residents, and individual interviews with staff. The principal data gathering tools were grounded 
theory (Charmaz, 2008; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Padgett, 1998; Strauss and Corbin, 1990) and 
utilization-focused evaluation (Patton, 2002, 2011). Through these tools, the researcher studied 
the degree of implementation and acceptance of the seven commitments at the center. He sought 
to know the degree of “buy-in” to the model. He also hoped to discover any themes congruent 
with the seven sanctuary model commitments and the center’s organizational culture and 
structures. 

The findings supported the hypothesis that use of the sanctuary model is effective for this 
residential center. While not all seven commitments were present to an equal degree, nor were all 
staff committed to all of them, their overall effect was positive. Three themes in particular 
emerged in support of the Sanctuary Model: (1) residents and staff having a voice in the 
treatment program; (2) the importance of interpersonal relationships, especially between the 
youth care worker and resident, and building a sense of community; and (3) members of the 
center feeling safe and creating safety in the environment. These themes, according to the 
researcher, are congruent with Lasallian virtues, especially vigilance, zeal, humility, patience, 
gentleness, and self-control. 

Six recommendations emanated from the study’s findings. Among these are increasing “buy-in” 
across the organization by encouraging use of the sanctuary model training manual and the 
agency’s staff handbooks, increasing training on how to foster healthy relationship between staff 
and residents, and establishing a core team to guarantee faithfulness to the model and to the 
Lasallian heritage. 

Research involving Lasallian institutions usually occurs in traditional schools and universities 
that are generally in safe environments. Today, the Lasallian network includes non-formal 
education in multicultural and pluralistic settings and with fewer Brothers involved in the 
mission. The non-traditional setting and diverse clientele is a value of this study. Independent of 
the sanctuary model, the study reenforces the Lasallian heritage of respect for the dignity of the 
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person and the importance of building relationships and a sense of community in the educational 
setting. 
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