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Best Practice guidelines for working with  

Children and Young People 

Introduction 

Working with children and young people requires a different approach to working with adults. Their age, 
developmental stage, and inherent vulnerability of children and young people mean they often need a 
specialised approach or extra support to feel safe, understood, and empowered.   

As an organisation, we aim to provide young people with positive experience of engaging with a 
government legal service and the legal system. We want to support their participation in resolving their 
problems and empower children and young people to navigate services and systems with confidence. We 
want to help them build the skills they’ll need to be strong self-advocates in the future.  

Ensuring a positive experience for children and young people rests on the professionalism and 
care demonstrated by our staff. The nature and quality of these interactions play a critical role in fostering 
trust, promoting engagement, and supporting young clients to feel safe and respected, which are crucial to 
achieving effective outcomes for children and young people engaging with our service. 

The following principles are designed to guide all staff in working respectfully, effectively, and in ways that 
support children and young people and meet their unique needs.  

1. Child and young person-centred communication  

• Use plain English and avoid acronyms or legal jargon. 

• Adapt your communication style to suit the child or young person’s age, developmental stage, 

disability, and cultural background.  

• Check their understanding regularly - ask them to explain what you have just said to them in their 

words, what will happen next, what their choices are or what they’ve understood so far.  

• Ask open-ended questions to understand their story beyond the surface. 

• If possible, provide information they can take away in a format they understand - for example, 

written in plain English, presented as a visual diagram, recorded as a short audio message, or sent 

via text or email in a format they can easily access. 

Tip! Legal words can feel like a foreign language. Always explain terms like “bail” or 

“adjournment” in plain English, and check that the young person truly understands—not just 

nods along. 

2. Recognise executive functioning differences 

• Recognise that young people may have differences in executive functioning - including attention, 

impulse control, emotional regulation, and memory.  

• Understand that young people may sometimes respond emotionally, especially in stressful or 

unfamiliar situations. Avoid taking reactive comments or behaviours personally.  

• Be patient and allow extra time for processing, decision-making, or transitions between tasks or 

conversations.  
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• Be aware of the effects of trauma which can affect memory, comprehension, and the ability to stay 

focused - and adjust your expectations and communication accordingly.  

Tip! Allow extra time for young people to process questions, express themselves, or make 

decisions. Silence doesn’t mean resistance — it can often mean reflection. 

3. Holistic and non-judgmental approach 

• See young clients as whole people - not just through the lens of their legal or psychosocial issue, 

behavior, or current circumstances.  

• Consider their history, lived experiences, relationships, and the broader context that may be 

influencing their actions or decisions.  

• Practice unconditional positive regard for young clients: greet them positively when they contact 

you, be curious, show genuine interest, and give them the benefit of the doubt.  

• Avoid assumptions based on appearance, attitude, or past involvement with services. Every young 

person deserves to be met with respect, openness, and a fresh start.  

Tip! Approach each young person with curiosity, not conclusions.  

4. Building trust and engagement 

• Follow through on what you say - be honest about what you can and can’t do and avoid making 

promises you can’t keep. 

• Believe and validate their experiences - regardless of how big or small they may seem to you. 

Many young people feel dismissed or unsupported by services, so showing authenticity in being on 

their side and backing them helps foster trust, empowerment, and a sense of being heard. 

• Build rapport through consistency, active listening, and genuine interest - while maintaining 

clear professional boundaries. 

• Acknowledge that conversations may sometimes need to happen less formally - in settings 

outside the usual office or court environment, such as at the park, during an activity, or over a meal.  

• Aim to provide a positive experience of the legal system - one that feels respectful, transparent, 

accountable, and empowering for the young person. Your role may shape how a young person views 

authority, support systems, and future help seeking. 

Tip! Trust is built through consistency. Be reliable, follow through on commitments, and be 

honest about what you can and can’t do. 

5. Cultural and intersectional awareness 

• Understand and respect the intersections of culture, disability, gender, sexuality, religion, and 

other aspects of identity that shape a young person’s experience.  

• Be responsive to preferences - such as speaking with an Aboriginal staff member, choosing a staff 

member of a particular gender, or accessing face-to-face rather than online services.  

• Recognise that identity is complex and personal. Avoid assumptions and ask respectfully about 

what matters to the young person.  
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• Review the Best practice standards for representing Aboriginal clients and seek supervision or advice 

when needed.  

Tip! Respect identity by asking, not assuming. A simple “Is there anything about your 

background you’d like me to know?” can foster safety and inclusion. 

6. Respect for support networks 

• Respect the important role of family, carers, peers, partners, and other support people in a 

child or young person’s life. It can be easy as an adult to dismiss the ‘partner’ of a 14- or 15-year-

old but doing so risks losing trust and rapport. If a client identifies someone as important to them, 

acknowledge and treat that person accordingly. 

• Be mindful of confidentiality and consent - don’t share information or speak with parents, carers, or 

others unless the young person has given clear permission.  

• Take time to understand who is in the young person’s support network and what role they play. 

This includes noting who was present during key conversations or appointments.  

• Where appropriate, involve support people in ways that empower the young person, not override 

their voice.  

Tip! Let the young person lead. Ask, “Who supports you best right now?” to understand their 

trusted relationships and involve others with consent. 

7. Practical engagement strategies 

• Ask young people for multiple contact options (e.g. a second phone number, email, or trusted 

person’s contact details). If they lose or change their number, alternative contact details increase the 

chances of staying in touch. Confirm which method they are most likely to respond to. 

• If a young person isn’t responding, keep trying using different methods and times. Don’t assume 

disengagement. If contact remains difficult, discuss with a manager to explore next steps or 

alternative approaches.  

• Where appropriate look to engage Allied Professionals or Aboriginal Field Officers if appropriate 

to assist building trust. 

• Be proactive in identifying referral options - both internal and external - and offer to make the 

referral on their behalf and explain what to expect from the new service.  

Tip! Young people may not respond right away - but that doesn’t mean they’re disengaged. 

Try different contact methods and times and keep your tone warm and respectful. 

8. Acknowledging power and overwhelm 

• Recognise the structural power imbalance between adults and young people - especially within 

legal and government systems.  

• Remember that legal processes, language, and environments can be confusing, intimidating, or 

overwhelming for young people.  

• Be mindful of your role and how it may be perceived. Take steps to reduce anxiety and build 

trust by being transparent, respectful, and consistent.  
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Tip! Even small gestures - like explaining your role, asking permission before taking notes, or 

checking in on how they’re feeling - can help rebalance power and make the legal process 

feel more human and less intimidating. 
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