
The Evolution of Wraparound 
Training:  Lessons Learned

Infrastructure

Training for wraparound is a very complex venture that 
warrants careful attention. In wraparound, as in most 

evidence-based and promising practices, there is an in-
creased emphasis on training, coaching and technical assis-
tance, and this typically requires a significant commitment 
of financial resources. This article will focus on the need for 
training strategies to evolve as wraparound capacity devel-
ops and expands within and/or across a local area, region, 
or state. The article will outline different levels or phases 
of training, and it will briefly discuss how to tailor training 
for staff with different levels of expertise. It will show the 
importance of committing training resources and of devel-
oping an infrastructure that holds people and communities 
accountable for fidelity to the wraparound model. Further-
more, training needs to be seen as an evolving, ongoing 
process instead of as a single event or contract to get things 
started. The developing training and related infrastructure 
must be seen as a long-term process, otherwise wraparound 
may not evolve beyond being a good but unrealized idea 
about how to work with children and families. 

It should be noted that this article is based on my per-
sonal experiences over 15 years in a variety of wraparound-
related roles in Michigan, first as a team facilitator, and then 
as a supervisor for wraparound and as the wraparound/sys-
tem reform coordinator in charge of coordinating training 
and technical assistance statewide.

One of the lessons I learned from observing the growth 
of wraparound is that it probably would not have happened 

Constance Conklin, Wraparound/System Reform Coordinator
State of Michigan Department of Community Health

Supporting Wraparound Implementation: Chapter 5c.3

The Resource Guide to Wraparound

This document was peer reviewed through the NWI. 



�

Section 5: Supporting Wraparound Implementation

without state and local leaders working closely 
together. In Michigan, state leadership provided 
a fiscal opportunity or “seed money” while local 
leaders took this opportunity and “made it grow.” 
There was major concern at the state and local 
levels over the number of children in out-of-home 
placement and the need to try something new that 
could result in more effective community-based 
options that also preserved child and community 
safety. All of the local and state systems had this 
common vision and were motivated to achieve it.

From the very beginning, it was necessary to 
bring in outside experts that had been involved 
in wraparound in other parts of the country. They 
had experienced success and could speak to this 
common vision. The state provided the leadership 
and funding for this training and identified and 
funded local communities that were motivated 
and eager to take on this new challenge. One re-
quirement to receive this funding was that the 
communities develop an infrastructure that pro-
vided for the flow of accountability and informa-
tion between the top director level, the supervi-
sor level, and those who worked with children and 
families (Figure 1.1). This infrastructure helped 
the wraparound facilitators address system chal-
lenges more easily because they had support from 
the top down. It quickly became apparent that 
for this arrangement to work, training needed to 
be offered to people at each of these levels, from 
the “top” directors on down. Once you have the 
executive level committed to the wraparound mis-
sion and have the roles and expectations defined 
at all levels of the system, training can be tailored 
to each level and role. If you skip the executive 
level and your target population is high-risk multi-
system children and their families, there is a high 
probability that your wraparound efforts will fall 
short. There needs to be cross-system training 
that identifies some inherent conflicts in system 
language and mandates. For example, a proba-
tion officer is charged with the community safety 
mandate. So the wraparound team must find ways 
to meet this mandate while preserving the child 
and family’s needs and voice in the wraparound 
process. In order to maximize impact, training for 
wraparound should rarely be done in a vacuum 
of one agency, but should instead be provided to 
people who need it, regardless of their “home” 
system or agency. This will help establish the sense 
of shared commitment and responsibility for the 
children and families to be served. Establishing 
a learning environment that supports the oppor-
tunity to discuss the similarities—as well as the 
potential conflicts—makes resolving differences 
more likely. Sometimes this resolution takes place 
at the child and family team or supervisor level, 
but other times, this resolution may need to occur 
at the executive/director level. Which leads to a 
central truth:  “Wraparound is only as strong as 
the community that supports it.”

Figure 1.1. Flow of Accountability
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Figure 1.2.  
Evolution of Training

Foundation Training
Input: Inspire to values
Outcome: Buy-in to wraparound
Trainers: Primarily outside experts
Training Technique: Storytelling

•
•
•
•

Model Implementation
Input: Solidify Model steps
Outcome: Mechanical planning with expectations
Trainers: Outside experts with some state and local trainers
Training Technique: Experimental learning and some coaching

•
•
•
•

Skill Set Development
Input: Coaching to skill sets
Outcome: Increased effectiveness—more team accountability
Trainers: State, local and some  outside experts
Training Technique: Doing and coaching

•
•
•
•

New Technology
Input: New tools and techniques
Outcome: More creative planning: high fidelity 
Trainers: Mostly state and local: strategic use of Outside  

 experts
Training Technique: Refine critical thinking and problem  

 solving skill—facilitate learning

•
•
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confidence that allows flexibility to individual style

•

Facilitator:  More focused planning on strengths, 
needs and Outcomes: steps of the process comes 
together to create a plan that makes sense

•

 
PLANNING IN  

HOPES OF ACHIEVING  
OUTCOMES

 
OUTCOME BASED 

PLANNING MEETINGS OR 
PLANNING TO SOMETHING

 
DANGER ZONE:  

NEVER MOVING BEYOND 
MODEL IMPLEMENTATION



�

Section 5: Supporting Wraparound Implementation

Foundation Training
As wraparound expands, training efforts must 

evolve. (See Figure 1.2, previous page). In its 
evolution, training must move beyond foundation 
training, which consists of inspiring the commu-
nity and promoting commitment to wraparound 
values, and which results in initial buy-in to the 
wraparound process. Unfortunately, sometimes 
facilitators and teams get stuck in the value-based 
process and the result is planning that is more lec-
ture-based than action-based. The result of this 
type of planning is that in the attempt to bring 
people together to plan, you create an atmo-
sphere of debate and judgment of what you should 
do, while little actually gets done. This may oc-
cur when some team members buy into the values 
of wraparound, but other team members do not, 
or when some team members do not understand 
the planning process. The facilitator may not have 

the skills to move the 
team beyond the de-
bate of values which 
can result in team 
conflict. This is why it 
is important not only 
for the facilitator to 
be trained but also 
for all team members 
to be oriented to the 
wraparound model 
and expectations. 
Once people know 
the rules of a game, 
they are more likely 
to participate based 
on the structure pro-
vided. The missing 
piece typically is that 
the facilitator knows 
what he or she is sup-
posed to do but the 
other team members 

do not. Some facilitators have the personality 
that inspires a high level of trust, and they can 
use this to move teams to planning. However, this 
tends to be the exception rather than the rule. 
If the orientation step is missed, the result can 
be that the plan gets very comprehensive across 
several life domain areas to ensure that it is holis-

tic, but the needs change so quickly that the plan 
soon becomes irrelevant to the child, family and 
team (“too much process and not enough produc-
tion”).

In this early phase of implementation, wrap-
around is new to supervisors, and they are largely 
dependent on outside experts. This reliance on 
outside sources of expertise can lead some people 
to think that the training isn’t working, when really 
it is a necessary step to developing local expertise 
and just part of the learning curve. It is important 
to involve supervisors at the beginning stages of 
training and to offer them hands-on coaching and 
technical assistance so that they can effectively 
transmit the model to facilitators. Because wrap-
around is a different model than what people are 
used to, facilitators are tempted to fall back into 
their “comfort zone” of planning (case manage-
ment, therapy, etc), and supervisors are likely to 
supervise to their “comfort zone” as well. That is 
why training alone cannot ensure model fidelity or 
the evolution of wraparound. Technical assistance 
and coaching to the steps of the process is neces-
sary before skill refinement is ever possible.

Model Implementation
This next level or phase of training may be 

referred to as Model Implementation. Model im-
plementation is the phase in training when fa-
cilitators are learning how to do the steps of the 
process, even though at times they may feel that 
this more ceremonial than connected to anything. 
The major pitfall of this phase is that facilitators 
will develop a “planning compulsion.” This is what 
happens when they create wraparound plan after 
wraparound plan for a family in hopes that one 
will produce outcomes, instead of first identifying 
needs and outcomes and planning to meet them. 
Facilitators do need to learn the “ceremony” or 
the steps of the wraparound process before they 
are ready to refine their skills. However, allowing 
facilitators to create plans that fail is not a good 
way for them to learn and has a negative impact 
on families. Further, having facilitators fail can 
result in significant staff turnover. To avoid this 
pitfall, coaching and support should be provided 
to the supervisors and the community team, so 
that they help move the facilitator toward more 
effective wraparound. Unfortunately, if this sup-

Sometimes 
facilitators and 

teams get stuck 
in the value-based 

process and the 
result is planning 

that is more 
lecture-based

 than action-based.
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port and coaching is not there, many projects 
do not move beyond this ceremonial aspect of 
wraparound, with teams mechanically following 
the prescribed steps of the 
practice model. Teams may 
come together in the spirit 
of wraparound, and fami-
lies may feel supported, but 
the possibilities to achieve 
high impact outcomes are 
limited by overly ritualized 
ceremonial planning and 
lack of plan implementa-
tion. These are the times 
when facilitators complain 
that nobody will come to 
meetings and agreements 
between systems and fami-
lies can break down be-
cause planning is not oriented toward achieving 
results. Coaching to skill sets and outcome-based 
planning (the next phases of training) can break 
this ceremonial planning cycle that feels mechan-
ical and does not achieve the outcomes desired by 
leadership or families.

Getting Wraparound Past  
the “Danger Zone”

Just like anything else, before you can move 
forward you have to experience some painful les-
sons. The true danger of allowing a facilitator or 
project to stay in the ceremonial or value-based 
approach too long is that the risk to children and 
families is high and they need more immediate 
strategic planning. In addition to this, it will be 
easy for your facilitators to fall into the role of 
the “hero” who does too much individually and 
has difficulty motivating anyone else to change 
their practice. Another concern is that the initial 
plans that are developed can appear to meet the 
needs when, upon closer observation, they are 
based on superficial guesswork.

Another predictor of moving beyond ceremo-
nial wraparound is the expectations defined by 
the funding sources and the state leadership. Does 
the training support growth and accountability? 
Are there contract expectations or quality assur-
ance measures and evaluation? Does the training 
or technical assistance match the expectations? 

If you do not have the structure of accountabil-
ity as wraparound grows, wraparound practice 
will evolve into something that is unrecognizable. 

Terms like warp-around, 
run-around, stand-around 
have been heard from 
people when wraparound 
morphs into something 
else entirely due to some 
of the factors cited.

In the fast food world, 
we are all about immedi-
ate gratification. In real-
ity, people are complex 
and have to learn at their 
own pace, in their own 
way. General value-based 
training can inspire learn-
ing but it does not create 

a strong skill set that is easily applicable. Adult 
learning principles (i.e., hands-on, visual, par-
ticipatory training) should be incorporated at all 
training phases, but it is especially important in 
the two later levels/phases. There are always 
some people that go through training, assimilate 
the information and then create expectations and 
accountability to practice. This is more rare than 
common. Training needs to evolve to more techni-
cal assistance and coaching which creates a learn-
ing environment that is a balance of expectation 
and accountability. If you do not take the time to 
build a strong community infrastructure or state 
accountability for wraparound, it will be by sheer 
will that a project evolves beyond ceremonial or 
value-based wraparound. Unfortunately, sheer 
will comes from exceptional individuals and thus 
is not sustainable. Some facilitators will strive to 
move beyond the ceremony of wraparound but the 
policies, procedures or lack of supervisory or com-
munity team support will limit their best efforts. 
Some will come to a training session and leave in-
spired, but then within days, they are back to sta-
tus quo planning and providing case management 
because there is not the support to be creative 
or actually do wraparound. Once again, this high-
lights the need to have supervisory support across 
systems if wraparound is to be effective. At this 
point in the development of wraparound train-
ing, supervisors should be the primary “coach” of 
wraparound versus utilizing outside experts. The 



national, state or local experts should funnel their 
knowledge and expertise through supervisors ver-
sus in the presence of supervisors. Supervisors are 
charged with monitoring the day-to-day opera-
tions and need to be skilled in coaching facilita-
tors in how to address safety risks and other is-
sues that arise in the team meetings. Coaching 
facilitators in the absence of their supervisor sets 
up an interesting dynamic. Who will the facilita-
tor listen to if the supervisor is not in agreement? 
Most will chose the one who directly impacts their 
livelihood, which is the supervisor.

The first two training levels or phases that have 
been discussed are important for the evolution of 
a wraparound project, but there is a true danger 
to remain stuck or stalling out at either of these 
training phases. A dynamic of these two training 
levels or phases is focused more on the facilita-
tor’s ability to run an effective planning meeting. 
The unfortunate part of this is that sometimes the 
planning is more facilitated in hopes something 
will change versus planning to create change. 
Good meetings are fleeting and hard to measure. 
The best way to measure the effectiveness of a 
meeting is how the team interacts outside of that 
meeting. Is a therapist’s practice driven toward 
the needs and outcomes of the child, youth and 
family in their therapy sessions? Does the princi-
pal/teacher incorporate the child’s strengths dur-
ing the school day? Does the child’s grandmother 
change how she interacts with the child/parent 
outside of the meeting? Good meetings that pro-
duce best practice outside of meetings are opti-
mal and what a wraparound project must evolve 
towards. Which brings us to the next phase: skill 
set development.

Skill Set Development
The next level or phase of training is when the 

focus should be on skill set development/refine-
ment. Some effective ways to improve the skill 
sets of facilitators are to provide guided round-
tables or “tailored learning environments”. Most 
of these involve both the supervisor and facilita-
tor since there is more accountability when they 
hear the information together. The other impor-
tant aspect of moving to skill set training is the 
utilization of multiple trainers and teachers. It is 
important to incorporate different experts who 

can build different skill sets. Facilitators need to 
learn from facilitators and from other systems, as 
well as from family members. Another important 
aspect in preparing to train staff at this level is 
the need to review team plans and observe team 
meetings. The wraparound plan can provide the 
key to training or coaching needs of the facilitator 
and supervisor. Facilitators will gravitate to a part 
of the process they feel most confident and that 
will be evident in the plan. For example, some 
facilitators’ plans will tend to have great strate-
gies, but needs statements that don’t sound like 
something a real family would create. Others may 
be fabulous at helping teams create missions but 
weaker at getting teams to specify and commit to 
specific actions steps. There will also be evidence 
if parts of a plan are missing or if there are parts 
that are in need of attention. As a trainer, coach 
or supervisor, it is important to pull all aspects 
together and connect the steps of the process. 
Skill sets need to be broken down into manage-
able parts. Some areas that may need attention 
are: 

Developing strengths and culture discovery:  
 moving beyond positive labels

Conflict resolution

Understanding the needs of children,  
 youth and their families

Creative planning beyond service-oriented  
 planning

Developing individualized outcomes that  
 are embraced by the family and system

Assessing risk and safety factors

Bringing children/youth home from place-  
 ment

Understanding the needs/mandates of the   
 systems

New Technology
The last level or phase is the development of 

new technology. This can happen when facilita-
tors are experienced and skilled, and are ready 
to move toward more sophisticated, flexible, and 
refined practice. For facilitators in this phase the 
other more “basic” or “core” type training be-
comes a frustrating experience. They are ready to 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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learn approaches/techniques that they can apply 
quickly and that are applicable to their job. Many 
core types of training cannot offer that level of 
individualized learning to increase the skill set of 
the facilitator.

As the confidence of the facilitators increase 
with acceptance of the values, commitment to 
the model and increased skills to facilitate an 
outcome-based plan, they are more prepared to 
accept new tools and technologies that fit with 
their individual styles and help them refine their 
skills. These training experiences need to be more 
focused on the enhancement of critical thinking 
and problem-solving skills. There need to be more 
opportunities to think carefully about the steps 
of the process and flexibility to plan creatively 
without limitations. One way a facilitator can 
learn to lead teams to creative planning is by be-
ing provided with the learning environment and 
supervisory support that allow them to go there. 
The trainer is in the role of facilitator of learning 
versus a stand-up teacher. This is where training 
and coaching need to be less about the model and 
more about the skill of creative problem solving 
and critical thinking. At this point, the facilitator 
should be able to balance the need to have the 
structure of the model with having the process as 
a whole come together for each team. Learning 
styles and creative ways of gathering information 
need to be created and supported by the facili-
tator. Training needs to be less about providing 
information and tools and more about creating 
an atmosphere that challenges facilitators to cre-
ate their own tools and respond to the unique-
ness of individual teams. Learning environments 
and roundtable discussions that allow facilitators 
to analyze and problem solve situations are effec-
tive training techniques.

Training Considerations
All of these levels or phases of training are 

fluid and different technology should always be 
incorporated to improve the learning or teaching 
opportunities for facilitators, families and sys-
tems. All trainers need to be prepared to do an as-
sessment of what level the target audience is on. 
There are pitfalls in trying to start at the skill set 
level when the facilitators or systems do not have 
a strong foundation or commitment to the values 

or understand the connection of wraparound as a 
model. That pitfall can be very damaging to high 
fidelity wraparound: the facilitator may not under-
stand wraparound as a model because of the need 
to perform the skills too quickly. There is also the 
potential to focus too much on the facilitator and 
too little on the roles of the community and sys-
tems, which can make or break any wraparound 
project. The biggest impact from my perspective 
is to inspire facilitators, families, communities 
and systems to want to learn different skills that 
produce different outcomes and wraparound can 
be one mechanism to do that.

It was my experience that in the beginning, 
wraparound was more of a movement to push 
people and systems 
to think carefully 
about decisions 
they made with re-
gard to placement, 
services and how 
to develop partner-
ships with families. 
In the attempt to 
respond to the push 
toward evidence-
based practice and 
fidelity to the wrap-
around model, it 
is important to re-
member the lessons 
learned. You cannot 
build without the 
foundation and the 
commitment on all 
levels of the state, 
system and commu-
nities are critical to 
build ongoing capacity. Training, technical assis-
tance and coaching should always follow, because 
in the absence of the foundation, wraparound is 
no different than any other model.

Family and youth trainers or consultants 
should have a role at every level of this journey. 
This involvement should evolve over time as well. 
It has been our experience that family members 
are instrumental in pushing wraparound toward 
the highest fidelity; as such it is imperative they 
are an integral part of all training experiences.

Outside experts are also important in starting 
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imperative they are 

an integral part  
of all training 
experiences.



any wraparound project, but their involvement 
should change over time as wraparound evolves. 
Utilizing and building your state and local experts 
as trainers by offering training of trainer oppor-
tunities helps decrease over-reliance on outside 
experts and increases local capacity to meet the 
training and coaching demands. It is important 
when starting to develop training teams that you 
consider geography, diversity, parent and youth 
involvement, and variety of other system and life 
domain areas. Wraparound training should provide 
topical training that address potential themes, is-
sues or needs that are facing the youth and fami-
lies that are involved in wraparound. Outside 
experts may continue to be a valuable resource 
but their training needs to be tailored to the ex-
pertise, skill sets and what outcomes you want to 
achieve.

I remember hearing in my fifteen years of 
wraparound that “wraparound is a process not a 
program” and, in theory, I believe this. But I also 
know that viewing wraparound only as a process 
can be damaging. So I suggest that wraparound is 
a model. It is a model for strategically organizing 
systems, people, services, supports and interven-
tions that allow the child and family to experi-
ence different results that are meaningful in their 
everyday lives. It is a model that provides new op-
portunities based on strengths, capacities, inter-
ests while being respectful to their culture, val-
ues, preferences and attitudes. It supports teams 
by allowing them the opportunity to critically 
think through with children, youth and families 

and problem solve more creative and effective 
ways to meet needs and produce outcomes. It is 
a model that acknowledges the mandates and ex-
pertise of the various systems and people within 
those systems and community while holding the 
family system as the most influential toward out-
come achievement.
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