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ABSTRACT

The importance of involving children and youth in out-of-home care in evaluating
and planning child welfare services has gained momentum as government agencies
strive to increase their accountability to service users and the general public. Recent
research has supporting their participation has also revealed a strong link between
children being heard, and protecting them from harm and abuse. Including the voices
of children and youth in decision-making and planning can also increase the likelihood
of achieving successful outcomes for children and families.

Young children between 5 and 10 years of age however, are commonly excluded
from planning and evaluation activities, which are assumed to be beyond their
cognitive capabilities. The project Every Voice Counts challenges this exclusion by
offering a pragmatic and ethical Interview Protocol to facilitate their participation in
service evaluations. The Interview Protocol is easily adapted to facilitate the
involvement of young children in child welfare program evaluations and planning

activities.
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CHAPTER ONE: HEARING VOICES

Children and youth have been the primary consumers of child welfare services
since the first protection legislation was passed in the late nineteenth century. It is
only in recent years that the views and experiences of youth in care have been
recognized as having any value when child welfare services are being planned or
evaluated. Younger school aged children in care (5 to 10 years of age) continue to be
excluded from these activities however, and their voices and views frequently remain
either unsolicited or overlooked.

The lack of involvement of young children in care in service evaluations is often
a reflection of adult views of their competence to evaluate services, combined with a
desire to protect them from the harsh realities of the world. Failure to acknowledge
their voices can often have the opposite effect of increasing their exposure to abusive
care providers, or substandard care. (Aiers & Kettle, 1998; Kendrick, 1998;
Euroarrcc,1999; Secretary of State for Health, UK, 2001). As social workers, parents,
caregivers, and members of society we need to listen to the voices of young children
in care, not only to increase our knowledge of their ‘lived experiences’ but to

strengthen our ability to keep them safe in residential care.

Project Overview

The Project Every Voice Counts involved the development of an Interview
Protocol that would facilitate the participation of young children in care, in residential
resource reviews or other service evaluations. The Interview Protocol was designed to

assist young children (between 5 and 10 years of age) to participate, along with other
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key stakeholders, in evaluating the compliance of residential resources with
established standards of care in British Columbia.

During the year 2001 there were approximately 10,000 children in care in British
Columbia (B.C.) with an estimated 2,600 children between the ages.of 5and 10
years. There is an array of residential resources for young children in care, from
regular foster care resources to intensive individual or group treatment resources. The
Province of British Columbia, Ministry for Children and Family Development has
established standards that govern the quality of care service providers are expected to
provide for children in care in this province including Standards for Foster Homes
(Province of British Columbia,1998) Practice Standards for Guardianship (Province
of British Columbia,1999)and Standards for Staffed Children’s Residential Services
(Province of British Columbia,1998). The researcher based the Interview Protocol on
the key quality of care standards identified in the standards for Staffed Children’s
Residential Services (SCRS Standards) for the following reasons:

1. The SCRS Standards incorporate the key aspects of quality care found in both
the Foster care and Guardianship Standards.
2. The standards were developed by a committee of key stakeholders including

service providers, provincial government personnel and youth in care .

3. The audit/review program that measures the compliance of residential resources
is multi- dimensional. The term multi-dimensional refers to the review/ audit
process of gathering compliance information in a variety ways such as,

reviewing documents, observing the program, and interviewing with key
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informants including staff, service providers, parents or guardians, social

workers and youth over 10 years age.

Although children between 5 and 9 years of age were identified in the standards
as potential key informants of a review /audit process, the lack of an Interview
Protocol for young children prevented their involvement. It is for this reason, and to
complete the requirements of my Masters of Social Work degree, that I developed the
Interview Protocol described herein to facilitate the involvement of young children in
care in residential resource evaluations.

Ensuring that the voices of young children are heard in child welfare resource
evaluations is not without its’ challenges. During this project I encountered several
obstacles and barriers in attempting to involve young children in testing and
evaluating the Interview Protocol. Some of the obstacles related to the procedures
required when involving young children in care in research or evaluation. Although
these procedures were time consuming and complex often involving any number of
parents, social workers and caregivers, they were easily overcome. Other barriers
were less visible and more difficult to address. These obstacles related to the views
and opinions of the adults who control access to the children. Although the project
information package addressed some of the questions and concerns I anticipated that
they might have about the Interview Protocol , there may have been other unresolved
issues that only time and experience can resolve.

In developing the Interview Protocol, I tried to reflect the skills and abilities of
school aged children under 10 years of age. I also felt that it was important for the

Protocol to be flexible enough to use with any child with less developed language
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skills. The decision to design the Protocol for children who are 5 years of age as
opposed to 4 years of age was based on the fact that this is the age grouping set out in
the SCRS Standards and the Looking After Children Project (which guides the
planning and reporting requirements for all children in care in British Columbia).
Starting the age grouping at 5 years of age coincides with the age is that most
children begin school, and therefore begin to experience having conversations with
adults other than their parents. The Interview Protocol however, can easily be adapted
for use with a rambunctious 4 year old or a hesitant 12 year old.

The project Every Voice Counts was undertaken in four stages:

¢ The Development of the Interview Protocol

¢  Pre Interview Planning

¢ The Interview Protocol Field Test

¢ Project Analysis and Reporting

Goals and Objectives
The overall goal of the project Every Voice Counts: Hearing from young children
in residential care is to increase the involvement of young children in care in
residential resource and other service evaluations, and to achieve this goal by meeting
the following objectives:
1. To develop a practical and ethical Interview Protocol that would facilitate the
participation of young children in residential resource reviews or other service

evaluations.
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To evaluate the effectiveness of the Interview Protocol by:

a) Conducting a field test of the Interview Protocol with four or five children
who are currently, or have recently resided in a residential resources in the
Victoria area.

b) Surveying the child participants about their views of the Interview Protocol
following their interviews.

To identify barriers to the involvement of young children in resource evaluations

throughout the project and suggest strategies to overcome these barriers

wherever possible.

The project also addressed the following research questions:

¢  What barriers exist to the involvement of young children in resource

evaluations?

+ What strategies can be employed to overcome these barriers?

+ What communication tools were found to be effective in encouraging the

participation of young children in resource reviews?

¢  What changes should be made to the Interview Protocol to make it more

effective in engaging children in resource reviews?

¢ What implications could the project have for social work practice and

programs of care?
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Rationale

Before proceeding further I would like to explain my rationale for undertaking
the project described in this report. As a social worker I have worked in and around
the field of child welfare for more than 25 years. Throughout my career, I have
always been amazed at the lack of input from children in care in planning and
evaluating the services they receive. On the other hand, my work in this field has
given me, (and countless other social workers) the opportunity to witness the
devastation that can occur when the experiences and views of children are ignored.
Despite considerable increases in public accountability for child welfare services with
the advancement of outcome based services, freedom of information, and a desire for
consumer feedback from youth and adults, children in the younger age groups
continue to be without a voice.

Our reluctance to seek the views and opinions of children cannot be fully
explained by our concern for their protection or their competence to make decisions
in their own best interest. As a parent, social worker, and researcher it has been my
observation that some of this hesitation can be attributed to an almost subconscious
anxiety about how children view us as parents. This anxiety is often based on the
assumption that our children will judge us harshly as parents and care providers. In
preparing for the field test of the Interview Protocol I observed several anxious
responses by care providers and guardians to requests for their consent for a child’s
participation in the project. Ellen Galinsky (1999) talked about similar responses
among the parents she approached about their child’s participation in her study of

what children think about working parents:
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The parents, who first wonder what their children would say, just as inevitably
stop short and add, “I don’t know if I want to know.” “I would feel too guilty.”

“My child might say awful things about me.” And for many mothers: “ My child

might tell me to stop working and stay home.” (p.1)

In the end however, Galinsky concludes that as a society (not necessarily as parents

or guardians) we have reached a point where we are willing to overcome their
anxieties and take the plunge:

Although many of us have not asked our own children, we are ready to listen.

Over the years that I have worked on issues of work and family life, I have seen

an evolution in our interest in understanding social change. At different times,

there is a “societal readiness” to take on certain issues. I believe that we are ready

to listen because it is finally the right time. More importantly, we are ready to
listen because we really need to know (1999, p.2).

If “...we are ready to listen because we really need to know > as Galinsky

suggests, what has led us to this conclusion, and what is it that we need know? The

answer to these questions can be found by examining two sources of information. The

first source is the recent research about children’s rights and the role and participation

of children in our society. The second source is child welfare practice wisdom,
developed over time by social workers practicing on the front line of child welfare
services. In examining both sources I have arrived at the following list of what we
know about children without a voice, what we need to know from these children

without a voice, and why we need to know it.
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There is a strong link between protecting children, and their ability to express
their views freely. Children without a voice are more vulnerable and more at risk
to be victims of abuse and substandard care. (Euroarrcc, 1998; Aiers & Kettle,
1998; Euroarrcc, 1999.)

In recent and historical studies (Festinger,1983; Raychaba, 1993; Kendrick,
1998; Euroarrcc,1999; Secretary of State for Health, 2001) involving youth in
care, and former children in care, there is a high incidence of reported
maltreatment in care.

There is no mandated responsibility in British Columbia to involve children
under twelve years of age in judicial decisions that affect their lives. The views
and wishes of children under 12 are commonly represented by their care
providers or their social workers in court and other decision-making proceedings

To fulfill their guardianship responsibilities for children in care, social workers
need to know what children and youth in care are experiencing in their
residential resource placements.

Young children have valuable insights about the services they receive and can
make plans for their future.

Children who are involved in decision making and planning activities are more
likely to achieve positive outcomes, including successful family reunification,

within shorter time periods than children without a ‘voice’ in these activities.
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CHAPTER TWO: BACKGROUND
Children’s Rights

The concept that children should be entitled to the fundamental rights of
citizenship began to emerge in Canada following the Second World War. In 1959 the
Canadian Government signed the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of the
Child, «“...a statement of broad moral principles, ideals and aspirations rather than a
legally binding agreement” (Covell & Howe, 2001, p.20). Despite its lack of legal
sanction the UN Declaration was an important first step in transforming our ideals
and values about the role and status of children in our society. (Kufeldt,1999, p.160).
The Declaration acknowledged for the first time that children should be recognized as
stand alone citizens of society, with special citizenship rights of provision, protection,
and participation.

Some of these principles were incorporated into legislation and policy for the two
decades following the UN Declaration in 1959 (Covell & Howe, 2001 pg.21) but for
the most part court decisions continued to be guided by the principle of parens
patriae (the state as parent or father), which had been the standard for court decisions
involving children since the beginning of the twentieth century.

Within the framework of parens patriae, the state has the right, in the best

interest of the child, and for that child’s protection, to remove some authority

from the family through its legislation and court systems, to define good

and bad parents behavior, to enunciate safe living conditions for children, to

propose possible outcomes for the young persons involved... (E. Macintyre,

1993, p.22).
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In recent years the principals of parens patriae had been expanded in legislation to
include the concept of the ‘best interests of the child’.

In 1991 the Government of Canada signed the United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child. The UN Convention differed from the 1959 UN Declaration in
that the rights of children were clearly defined and it was a legally binding agreement
committing Canada “...recognizing children’s rights and improving the quality of
their lives...” (Canadian Coalition for the Rights of Children, 1999, p.7). Although
children’s rights were now legally sanctioned, there was a great deal of resistance to
the principles before and after the UN Convention was ratified in Canada.

Opposition to the advancement of children’s rights has been voiced by several
groups during the 1990s. Some opponents were concerned “... that recognizing
children’s fundamental freedoms could undermine the role of parents” (Canadian
Coalition for the Rights of Children, 1999, p.27). Other opponents were staunch
supporters of parental rights, and advocates of ‘family values’. These views were
espoused throughout North America during the 1990s by some religious
fundamentalists and right wing politicians. The Premier of Alberta, Ralph Klein
reported that:

Albertans have expressed the view that while these sections may be well

intended, they may in fact negatively affect the ability of parents and care-

givers to provide a healthy, nurturing, and stable environment in which to

raise their children (Premier Ralph Klein, January 13" 1999 cited in the

Canadian Coalition for the Rights of Children, 1999, p.27).
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In the United States during this period politicians like Newt Gingrich had a
considerable amount of influence in shaping American social policy. Interestingly,
the United States and Somalia continue to be the only two countries that have not yet
ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Resistance to the Convention was also found among two groups who support the
principles of children’s rights. Covell & Howe (2001) refer to these groups as the
child liberationists and the child protectionists. The liberationists held the view that
children should have the same rights of adults such as voting, working, and the right
to self-determination (p.21). For the child protectionists:

Children are not seen as fully rational beings and as lacking in wisdom...

in a critical sense they cannot know their own best interest...Thus they

need looking after, they need protecting and they need to have their needs

met rather than their rights upheld (Roche, 1999, p.477).

Framers of the UN Convention (1991) attempted to satisfy the concerns raised by
parental rights and ‘family values’ supporters with strong statements about
strengthening families, and the rights and duties of parents, extended family and
community. An example of these statements can be found in Article 5 of the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1991) states that:

Parties shall respect the responsibilities, rights and duties of parents or,

where applicable, the members of the extended family or community as

provided for by local custom, legal guardians or other persons legally

responsible for the child, to provide in a manner consistent with the
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evolving capacities of the child, appropriate direction and guidance in the

exercise by the child of the rights recognized in the present Convention

(Human Rights Directorate of the United Nations, 1991, p.4).

The participation rights of children declared in the Convention (Article 12) were
unique, and if honored, could have a profound effect on the status and participation
of children in our society. Article 12 is considered to be a key article of the
Convention and it is intrinsically linked to Article 3 concerning the best interest of
the child. “It is imperative that these two articles are considered jointly when
decisions are being made about a child’s life. For how can we determine what is in a
child’s best interests without considering the child’s view” (Rights Awareness
Project, 1995, p.1).

Article 12 also asserts that it is the duty of all legal or administrative institutions
directly responsible for the daily care of children, (e.g., police departments, social
work agencies, courts, and schools) to ensure that children’s participation rights are
being respected. Unfortunately it is some of these traditional institutions where
progress in the advancement of children’s rights has been the slowest. “ Most of the
restrictions that children face on a daily basis are not entrenched in law, but are part
of school policies or are rules of the family” (Canadian Coalition for the Rights of
Children, 1999, p.3). This is especially true for children under the age of 10 whose
views are rarely solicited by adults when evaluating services or making decisions that
affect children’s lives.

Our reluctance to involve children under 10 years of age can often be rooted in

the belief that young children are incapable of forming or expressing their opinions
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about the services they receive or that they should be shielded from the responsibility
of participating in major decisions affecting their lives. However, as Cowell and
Howe, 2001, point out:

It is particularly important for the child’s well being that the child have a

sense of control over events that are anxiety-evoking, events such as

removal to foster care and the resolution of custody disputes. Frequently,

however, children are not consulted in these decision-making areas.

Professionals believe themselves better able than the children to make

decisions that are in the child’s best interest. Perhaps they are, but the

child can still participate in the decision (p.122).

In British Columbia the Child, Family and Community Services Act which was
enacted in 1996, incorporated the ideal of children’s participation rights. The guiding
principles in the act stipulate that “...the child’s views should be taken into account
when decisions relating to the child are made” (Section 1, (2) d) p.2). The act also
outlines special rights for children in care including their right to be “...consulted
and to express their views, according to their abilities about significant decisions
affecting them. (Section 70 (1) ¢ 1996). Although these principles appear to ensure
that children have a voice in decision making, the legislation only requires that the
views of children over 12 years of age be considered by the court when making
decisions about their care.

In addition to the legislative mandate, the quality of care children receive in
residential resources is governed by a plethora of regulations and policy directives.

Since the proclamation of the Child Family and Community Services Act in 1996,
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standards of care and practice have been developed in accordance with the legislation.
These standards, which govern most aspects of child welfare practice, include the
rights of children and youth to express their views and to have a voice in the services
they receive and services they need. Evidence of this new approach is most apparent
for children who are over 10 or 12 years of age.

The decision to exclude children, especially children under 10 years of age, from
decision-making and service evaluations is often based on negative assessments of
their competence in this area. In fact, arguments about the lack of competence of
young children are frequently used to rationalize the exclusion of young children in
decision-making and service user evaluations. Thomas and O’Kane (1998 a) in their
study of children ‘looked after’ in middle childhood, found that these rationalizations
were also used to determine the weight given to children’s views. It was their
experience that “ In theory and in practice these dilemmas (about children’s
competence and the weight given to their decisions) are perhaps the sharpest, not in
relation to very young children or with adolescents, but (with children) in middle
childhood” (p.141).

Later in this article Thomas and O’Kane (1998 a) shared their views and the
views of a foster parent, about the debates regarding competency of young children. “
One trouble with discussions about competence is that there is often an unspoken
assumption that, where children use different criteria for making choices, those
(criteria) are necessarily defective or at least inferior to adult criteria. But adults do

not have a monopoly on wisdom” (p.151). In other words as the foster parent they

interviewed put it, “ ‘So really it’s, they can make decisions as long as they don’t
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disagree with the adult views and perceptions of what’s going on; because if they do
(disagree) then obviously they don’t understand the situation’ ” (p.151).

Many of our views about children and their competence to evaluate or express
their views are based on longstanding societal beliefs about children and childhood.
These beliefs have often been informed by the developmental psychology.

Developmental psychology which is the underpinning discipline for most

early childhood education work, suggests that children, especially young

children, are not competent witnesses to their own experience. ..essentially

young children are seen as being at an early stage on the road to adulthood...”

(Penn, 1999, p.5).

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1991) however, has been a
catalyst for research that challenges the traditional developmental view of children
(Garbarino & Stott, 1989; Penn, 1999;University of Ghent, Children’s Rights Centre,
1999; Willow, C., 2000).

In recent years the United Kingdom has undertaken a major project about children 5-
16 years of age:

... to explore various aspects of the children’s lives as a lived experience.

The main themes of the research are Children and Household Change;

Shaping Children’s Every day Activities; Children’s Values and Identity;

Children as Participants in Organizations and Institutions; and Children as

Users of and Contributors to the Physical and Built Environment”

(Penn, 1999 p.4).
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The outcome of this research and similar studies of childhood underway in
Europe, the United States and Canada (The Rights Awareness Project, 1995;
Children’s Rights Centre, 1999; Penn, 1999; Thomas & O’Kane, 1998 a) have
challenged the notion of children as developing adults. This new research suggests
that children have a separate and unique identity from adults in our society “...as
consumers of services in their own right, who can be consulted about how they are
treated. If children themselves can provide informed comment on what they
experience, then this too should influence the nature and shape of provision” (Penn,
1999, p.5).

At this juncture however, we need to ask, What impact has the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child and recent research had on our views of childhood, the role
of children in society, and the participation of children in decision-making and
service evaluations? In 1999, ten years after the Convention on the was passed by the
United Nations, the Canadian Coalition for the Rights of the Children undertook a
study to assess Canada’s progress in adopting the principles of children’s rights.
Some of the key findings they reported are as follows:

Children are usually not recognized as subjects of human rights and adults

can place arbitrary limits on children’s fundamental freedoms. Teachers and

principals, for example, have broad discretionary powers and can restrict

students’ freedoms with little, if any, accountability. There are few redress
mechanisms available to children. Most of the restrictions that children face

on a daily basis are not entrenched in law but are part of school policies or

rules of the family. In these situations, children’s fundamental freedoms are
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very dependant on the good will of adults (Canadian Coalition for the
Rights of Children, 1999, p.3).
The Children’s Alliance in England reported similar findings to the Canadian
Coalition:
We don’t live in a society that treats or perceives children and young people
as competent people with the capacity to make decisions and influence their
own lives or others. School is one of the principle influences on children
and young people. As an institution, school teaches children and young
people to curb their individual personalities and depend on others to decide
when, where and how they spend their time....The main factor that inhibits
their effective inclusion in decision-making is the way adults do business
(Willow, 2000, p.2).
In his examination of the participation and citizenship rights of children, Roche
(1999) concurred with the Alliance and added that the exclusion of children in social
service and other professional settings could also be due to the fact that “...many
adult professionals are just not able (or used to) dealing with children as partners”
(p-478).
The acquisition of power in industrialized nations is significantly tied to
economic status of citizens within that society. In their 2001 Report on the Progress

of Children in Canada the Canadian Council on Social Development stated that:
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One of the most worrisome trends in the lives of school age children is the
increasing gap between affluent and poor families in Canada. The income
equality gap is clearly widening, which means that groups of children are
becoming increasingly marginalized (p.3).
Canada, in fact, has a very poor track record for alleviating child poverty. “ In 1998,
19% of Canadian children lived in poverty. According to UNICEF, Canada has one
of the worst child poverty rates among 16 industrialized nations” (Canadian Council
on Social Development, p.5). Recent cutbacks and reductions in the social safety net
have only served to institutionalize child poverty in Canada and British Columbia.
Poor children and families become more and more marginalized and invisible as the
numbers in their ranks increase and, as we all know too well, ““ Children (and
families) who are socially and economically excluded have diminished access to
exercising legal rights” (Roche, 1999, p.404).

Even in ideal circumstances, however, actualizing the rights of young children to
participate and share their views is not without its challenges. In the next section I
will be discussing some of the research that has been undertaken with young children
in care, some of the obstacles researchers have encountered and what their research

has contributed to our understanding of the experience of young children in care.

Research with Children In Care
In a review of the literature the researcher found very few studies or service
evaluations that directly involved children, and to some extent, youth. This is

particularly concerning in the field of child welfare, where children have been the
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primary service recipients since the first child welfare legislation was enacted in the

late nineteenth century.

As one of the earliest-champions for the participation rights of children in care in

.

e———

with yoﬁng children about their experience§ in care. Although Kufeldt’s study was
relatively small, Fanshel and Shinn (1978) had commenced a very large
comprehensive longitudinal study of children in care, almost a decade earlier in New
York. In her study Kufeldt not only interviewed the children but she asked the
children the same questions (altered to be age appropriate) that she asked the adults.
Her intent was to test the assumption “...that if children are treated as rational people
with worthwhile opinions , they are likely to respond accordingly.” In her final
analysis she reported that “...their responses justified this expectation.”(1984, p.258).

Despite the successes of Kufeldt (1984) and Fanshel and Shinn (1978) the
number of studies or service evaluations involving the voices of young children did
not increase significantly over the next ten years. Wilson and Conroy (1999)
confirmed this trend, *“ Despite the increasing number of children in out of home
care, few studies document their satisfaction with their current homes, the services
they are receiving, and the quality of their lives” (p.54).

Wilson and Conroy’s (1999) research was one of the first major studies involving
the direct input from a large number of children and youth in care (1100 children and
youth 4 to 17 years of age were interviewed) since Fanshel and Shinn’s landmark
study in New York in 1978. Wilson and Conroy’s study was also unique because the

interviews took place over a 4-year period as part of an ongoing annual client
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evaluation of child welfare agencies in Illinois. Although consumer feedback had
already become a vital part of evaluations in many human service agencies, children
were rarely included in these reviews. Wilson and Conroy (1999) suggest that, “ A
holistic evaluation of the quality of out of home care should include interviews with
children” (p.54).

Due to the large numbers of children interviewed over the four-year period
Wilson and Conroy were able to challenge some of the established thinking about
“... children’s ability to report on their own circumstances and assess their own
needs” (pg.54). Kufeldt continued to conduct research with children in care in the
years that followed, and in 1999 she presented a summary of this work at the First
Canadian Roundtable on Child Welfare Outcomes. Her report stressed the importance

113

of including children’s voices in child welfare service evaluations, *... children and
youth provide a more balanced view of child welfare services. They can identify both
positive and negative aspects of their experience and can thus help focus on what
aspects most need reform (1999, p.16).

Some of the early studies about the experiences of children in care involved
interviews with older or former children in care (Barth,1990; Raychaba, 1993; Rest &
Watson, 1984). Although these studies were primarily retrospective accounts of the
individual’s experience they contributed a great deal to our knowledge of the ‘in care’
experiences for children and youth, and the critical need to listen to children in care.
The title of Festinger’s retrospective study in 1993 ‘“No one ever asked us”

summarizes clearly what the former or older foster children had to say about their

experiences.
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Abuse Investigations in Residential Care
Another source of information about the experiences of children in out of home
care has been the major investigations into abuse and neglect in residential resources
for children and youth. These investigations have often been in response to public
~—

concern over the conditions in residential resources for children or a tragic event such

—_—
as an alleged preventable death or injury of a child in these resources. Interestingly

s Ry

these investigations, without exception, have involved in depth interviews with all the
children who are residing in, or have resided in the resource past and present. This
practice of course, is not unusual, but a requirement when investigating reports of
child abuse or neglect. The reports following these investigations however, have all
placed a strong emphasis on the need for systemic changes that would allow the
voices of children to become an integral part of the ongoing program of care, and
periodic evaluations of residential resources.

Andrew Kendrick (1998) in his study of investigations in residential resources

. stated recent surveys in the UK “...identified 305 investigations of reported abuse in

foster care during the year under study... with over one fifth of the cases
substantiated” (p.171). In the United States “...the calculated rates of maltreatment
in care settings in the state of Indiana between 1984 and 1990... (were) at least seven
times the rate in any other type of out of home placement ” (Spencer & Knudsen,
1992 as cited by Kendrick, 1998, p. 151).

Kendrick (1998) reviewed the abuse investigations from several countries in an

attempt to isolate some of the factors present in each of the care settings. His study

revealed that safe residential resources paid a great deal of attention to “.. listening to
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children; the selection, support and training of staff and carers; and promoting
openness through the involvement of families and the community” (p.169). Kendrick
later states that “...the most crucial lesson from cases of abuse in residential and
foster care is the need to listen to children and young people” (p.175).

Listening to children and young people is only the first step in safeguarding
children in care. Children and youth need to have a way of reporting abuse, neglect or
simply complaints about their care without fearing retribution from their care
providers. This however, can be extremely difficult to provide. In many
circumstances this function has been left up to their social workers who have a
statutory obligation to meet with them without their care providers at pre-determined
intervals. As many of the retrospective studies (Festinger, 1983; Raychaba, 1993;
Utting, 1991) and major investigations of abuse in residential care (Aldgate &
Stratham, 2001; Euroarrcc, 1999; Kendrick, 1998; Secretary of State for Health,
2001) convey, relying on children to disclose abuse to people in authority or their
social workers is often unrealistic. This expectation is also contrary to what we know
about the weight given to the opinions of adult authorities compared to that of a child.

For ydung children this presents an even greater dilemma. Kufeldt suggests that
our attitudes about the abilities of young children are likely due to * ... prevailing
values and historical events (that) still tena to take precedence over theoretical
knowledge” (1999, p.159). Young children in care are more likely than their older
counterparts to feel helpless when faced with abusive authoritarian caregivers, who

often suggest that they are incapable of knowing what is in their best interest.
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Children, especially young children, need to have opportunities to express their views
or complain about their care.

With the establishment, in recent years, of standards for residential resources,
care providers have been obligated to develop conflict resolution and complaint
procedures for children and youth to voice their views and concerns about the care
they receive. Aiers and Kettle (1998) in a recent review of the experiences of children
and youth with complaints procedures in residential care reported that:

Many people in the children’s rights movement & child care professionals

continue to believe that a complaints procedure does not constitute an

adequate safeguard: in an abusing setting, it is unlikely that vulnerable and

powerless residents would be in a position to be able to make use of it (p.8).
Despite these concerns Aiers & Kettle (1998) report that children’s complaints and
views continue to be represented by adults who “... believe that they know, by virtue
of their greater experience, what are the best interests of children and young people”
(p.9). In their report When Things Go Wrong they argue that children and youth need
to be heard even if adults feel they are more competent to act in their best interests.

Although there is a place for adults to act as advocates, this is no substitute

for children and young people themselves being able to express their views

and have them taken seriously. The question of a young person’s competence

is not at issue here: any person has the right to speak for themselves regardless

of circumstances or attributes” ( p.9).

Value based systemic barriers to the involvement of children in research or

service evaluations are only some of the obstacles facing researchers wishing to
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involve children in research. As many researchers who have involved children’s
voices in their studies report (Gil & Bogart, 1982; Kufeldt, 1984; Euroarrcc, 1998;
Kufeldt, 1999; Euroarrcc, 1999; Wilson & Conroy, 1999; Lewis, 2000) there are
many pragmatic challenges to involving children. Berrick, Fox, & Frasch (2000 b)
suggest that “Despite the importance of including children’s voices in child welfare
research, their relative absence is not surprising. Administrative, political, legal and
pragmatic barriers all conspire to limit researchers’ access to and contact with foster
children” (p.120).

The absence of children’s voice in research and evaluations may also be a
reflection of the researcher’s choice of methodology. Researchers, who employ
structured and inflexible interview methods with young children often do so on the
premise that by maintaining the objectivity of the process their results will be able to
be generalized to children in similar situations. Children, however, are often
unresponsive to these quantitative scientific approaches, which can lead researchers
to believe they are incapable of forming opinions about their experiences.

The inclusion of young children in research and evaluation will require the use of
effective and ethical ‘child friendly’ methodologies that are more in tune with the
way children communicate to adults and other children. One of the primary ethical
considerations in research involving young children is the inherent power imbalance
between the adult interviewer and the child participant. Thomas and O’Kane (1998 b)
found that one of the most effective ways to redress this imbalance was to employ a

participatory action research approach:
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The use of participatory techniques assisted in breaking down imbalances

of power, not only by giving the children greater control over the agenda

and more time and space to talk about the issues that concern them, but

also by creating an atmosphere in which there were no right or wrong

answers and even some opportunities for children to interpret and explain

their own data. In addition the meetings were more fun! ( p.343).

Participatory techniques are easily adapted for use in conjunction with other
interview approaches, some of which have a longstanding history in social work
practice. In developing the Interview Protocol for Every Voice Counts 1 incorporated
many of the participatory techniques and approaches into an adapted Step Wise
Interview Format (Province of British Columbia, 2000, p.53) commonly used by
social workers in investigative interviews. Approaches similar to this one have also
been used successfully by other groups (Euroarrcc, 1998; Euroarrce, 1999) seeking
feedback from children about the services they are receiving, including groups
seeking input from disabled children with limited speech (Lewis, 2001).

As Thomas & O’Kane suggest that the effectiveness of any interview format for
young children will ultimately be judged by its’ ability to engage and hold the interest
of the young children who are interviewed. Engaging and holding the interest of
children can often be a formidable challenge for researchers, because it requires
making the experience fun.

In the next chapter I will be describing the participatory techniques I employed in
developing the Interview Protocol. The use of participatory approaches in research

with young children encourages their participation in the research process, and
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provides them with opportunities to demonstrate their competence in evaluating
services. As Thomas and O’Kane (1998 b) suggest participatory approaches
accomplish this:
By creating space for children to make these choices, and playing an active
role in the research process, shaping the agenda, speaking about matters that
concern them, and reflecting upon our methodology, we may learn a great

deal from them (p.346).



Every Voice Counts 27

CHAPTER THREE: METHODS AND PROCEDURES
The following chapter includes a discussion of the theoretical framework used in
designing the Interview Protocol and the methods employed to meet the objectives of
the project Every Voice Counts. The chapter also includes a description of how the
participants were recruited, the ethical considerations in research with children and

the materials and procedures followed during the field test of the Interview Protocol.

Theoretical Framework

In developing the Interview Protocol it was important to adopt an approach that
was flexible enough to meet the challenges of interviewing young children while
minimizing the power imbalances between the researcher and the participant. The
participatory evaluation approach which is based on the principles of participatory
action research and evaluation, seemed best suited for the task. In this approach
research subjects take a more active role in shaping the research process than they
would in traditional research approaches.

The easiest way to illustrate some of the differences between this approach and
more traditional research approaches with children and youth is to examine an earlier
study involving children in care. In 1982 Gil and Bogart undertook a study to explore
the views and experiences of children and youth in care of a particular child welfare
agency on behalf of the area child abuse council. The study entailed interviews with
100 children in care from the agency who were between 8 and 18 years of age at that
time. To recruit their participants the researchers took a random sample from the

agencies’ records, of 50 children residing in group care and 50 children residing in
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foster care. Agency staff were asked to inform the care providers about the research
to ensure their cooperation, prior to contact by the researchers. The researchers
informed the children immediately prior to their interviews (in front of the caregivers)
that they wished to interview them about their experiences in care. The child abuse
council overseeing the project decided that the children should not be told about their
involvement because this might bias their survey responses. Foster parents wishing to
assist the children in the completion of the structured questionnaire were politely
escorted out of the room where the children were being interviewed. The children
were told following their interviews that they would get a letter about the research in
the mail, and the letters were sent out 4 months after their interviews.

Gil and Bogart’s (1982) study was one the earliest projects to involve interviews
with children and youth. Their procedures were considered to be both valid and
reliable, having met the standards for research rigor that existed at that time.
Although the children and youth in care interviewed by Gil & Bogart in 1982 may
have been asked about similar aspects of their experiences in care as those addressed
in a participatory evaluation, the two approaches differ significantly in other ways.

Participatory approaches require the approval of all the key stakeholders in the
research, including the participant, prior to the scheduling of interviews. Great care is
also taken to ensure that their consent is voluntary, and that they understand the
purpose and outcome of the research. Participatory approaches stress that children
need to be asked for their consent to participate in the project on an ongoing basis, as
the understanding of the project and their nature of their involvement increases. This

practice not only acknowledges their increasing awareness about the project, but
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effectively reduces the influence of interviewers, care providers, parents, and social
workers in this decision. In a participatory approach if the questions were too difficult
for a child they would be reworded in language more suitable to their level of
understanding.

In 1982 when Gil and Bogart were conducting their research, participatory
approaches to evaluation would likely have failed tests of research rigor. Recent
research suggests however, that participatory approaches meet other ethical standards
for research with children and youth by using procedures that allow them to
demonstrate their competence in evaluating services. In a participatory evaluation the
researcher and the subject of the research each assume the role of participant
researcher roles throughout the research process. Participatory approaches are
considered to be ethical methodologies in research with young children because they
minimize the inherent power imbalance between the researcher and the child
participant, and they allow children to exert some control over the research agenda.

Participatory approaches have been employed in recent studies involving children in
care in the United Kingdom (Thomas & O’Kane, 2000) and the United States (Berrick,
Fox & Frasch, 2000 b ). Both studies elﬁployed age and stage appropriate interview
formats and made the interview sessions fun by allowing children to choose from a
variety of verbal and non-verbal response tools. Thomas and O’Kane reported that:

... the reliability, validity, and the ethical acceptability of research with

children can be augmented by using an approach which gives children

control over the research process and methods which are in tune with

children’s ways of seeing and relating to their world (1998 b, p.337).
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More importantly participatory approaches effectively address many of the ethical
concerns of research such as consent, confidentiality and participant abuse, and for
children, the inherent power imbalances between adult interviewers/ evaluators and
child participants. For these reasons the Interview Protocol was designed using a

participatory evaluation framework.

Recruiting Participants

Gaining access to young children in care. Gaining access to young children in
care for the field test of the Interview Protocol presented the researcher with several
challenges that are discussed more fully in the first part of the next chapter. As a
result of these challenges and ensuing time constraints, only two children, not the
anticipated four or five children participated in the Field Test of the Interview

Protocol.

30

After receiving approval to conduct a field test of the Interview Protocol from the

Director of Child Protection, the Quality Assurance Manager, and the UNBC

Research Ethics Board, the researcher approached the Acting Chief Executive Officer

for the Ministry of Child and Family Development (MCFD), Vancouver Island

Region Jane Cowell, for her approval to conduct the field test in the Capital Region.

Once approved Jane Cowell briefed the Contract Manager responsible for the
management of the Residential Resource Teams in the capital region. The Contract
Manager referred the researcher to the Team Leader responsible for Child Welfare
Resources in Victoria. The Residential Resource Team Leader met with the

researcher and put her in touch with the Intake Resource Social Worker who
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maintains an up to date listing of all the children in residential resources in the

Victoria Area. The Intake Resource Social Worker provided invaluable assistance and

became the researcher’s ongoing contact on the Residential Resource Team.
Although I had initially planned to involve young children in group care, along

with children in regular and specialized foster care resources in the capital region, at
the time of the pilot there were no eligible young children residing in group
residential resources in the Victoria area. The Team Leader ar_ld Resource Social

Workers from the Residential Resources Units in Victoria and Sooke provided me

with a great deal of support and assistance in identifying eligible children in care in

the capital region. Eligible child participants were described as follows:

1. Young children in care between the ages of 5 and 10 years, who had resided in a
foster home or a group residential resource in the capital region, for more than
30 days during the past 6 months.

2.  Young children in care identified by their guardianship social workers as
children who would not be adversely affected by the interview process.

3. Young children who were in temporary or continuing care of the Director of
Child and Family Development or those .in care via a Voluntary or Special Needs
Agreement.

4. Young Children in care whose parents, guardians and service providers
consented to their involvement in the project.

5.  Young children in care who verbally agreed to participate on an ongoing basis

throughout the project.
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Although the Interview Protocol was based on the Standards for Staffed
Children’s Residential Services (SCRS Standards) it was readily apparent that
children in this age group resided almost exclusively in foster care resources in the
capital region. As noted in Chapter One this did not present any particular difficulties
for this researcher because the SCRS Standards incorporate the critical Foster Care
Standards and the Interview Protocol is general enough to be adapted for use with
children in foster homes as well as those for group care facilities.

Obtaining consent. The researcher with the assistance of the Intake Resource
Social Worker identified 44 potential young participants and contacted their Ministry
of Children and Family Development Supervisors and Guardianship Social Workers
to introduce herself and briefly describe the project. The Supervisors and Social
Workers were then provided with an information package about the project that they
could share with parents and /or foster parents (Appendices A to E). The researcher
contacted Guardianship Social Workers a day or two after they received the project
information to answer any further questions they had about the project.

The Guardianship Social Workers who felt the identified child might be
appropriate to participate in the project then contacted the child’s parent / guardian (if
required) with information about the project or let them know that the researcher
would be contacting them with further information and to request their written
consent for their child’s participation. If the child was a Continuing Care ward of the
Director of Child Protection their Guardianship Social Worker has been delegated by
the Director to provide consent in writing for their participation in the project field

test of the Interview Protocol.
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The Guardianship or the Resource Liaison Social Worker also contacted the
child’s foster parents to inform them about the project and to inquire about any
concerns they might have about the child’s participation in the project or the child
being interviewed in the foster home. Since the researcher was delegated by the
Director of Child Protection as an employee of the Ministry of Children and Family
Development, she was able to contact the child’s parents and foster parents directly
following their initial contact by the Guardianship or Resource Liaison Social
Worker.

Despite concerted efforts by the researcher only two children in care, not the four
or five planned for, were approved at all levels to be interviewed for the field test of
the Interview Protocol (discussed further in Chapter Four). The two children
interviewed were 7 and 8 year old boys who were continuing care wards that were
permanently placed in the same foster home.

The researcher met with the foster parents and asked them for additional
information about each child’s communication style, cognitive ability, interests,
attention span, and what they had told the child about the project. At the conclusion
of the meeting with foster parents, arrangements and dates for the children’s
interviews were agreed upon and the foster parents introduced the researcher to the
children. |

The details of the researcher’s initial meeting with the children are discussed
fully in the Field Test Procedures section however, regarding consent, the boys were
asked at this time for their initial verbal consent to participate in the project. Requests

for their verbal consent were then repeated throughout the project. The children were
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not asked for written consent because this would assume that they had some previous

knowledge of the process they were consenting to, and an understanding of the

impact of their consent (Lewis, 2000; Berrick, Fox & Frasch, 2000 a; Thomas &

O’Kane, 1998 a).

Ensuring confidentiality. Confidentiality is often a major concern for both

participants and researchers. To address this concern the following steps were taken

to safeguard the confidentiality of project participants:

1.

Children were not identified by name they were assigned a number. The interview
data only identifies the child participants by their assigned number. Any identifying
information will be kept in a secure location until the project was completed.
Following the completion of the project report the identifying written or taped
information will be destroyed.

Confidentiality will be maintained with the exception of circumstances where the
researcher has reason to believe that the participating child, or another child had
been or was likely to be harmed or that an adult in authority had used one of the
prohibited behaviour management techniques identified in the Standards for Staffed
Children’s Residential Services (1998). See Appendix H Child Protection

Disclosure Protocols.

Designing the Interview Protocol

An extensive review of the literature revealed that few studies had been

conducted involving interviews with children under 10 years of age. Consequently

the researcher needed to review and adapt information from a variety of sources, and
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incorporate this information when developing the Interview Protocol. Information

was sought from the following general areas:

1. Child Development - the cognitive, emotional, and psychosocial considerations
in interviewing with young children; social constructs of children and childhood.

2. Participatory Evaluation Research — current research involving young children as
informants in evaluations of a) child welfare services and b) community
development projects in the third world.

3. Social work Practice Wisdom — including strategies employed in interviews with
young children in clinical and forensic settings.

As noted previously, the questions for young children were based on the
Standards for Staffed Children’s Residential Services (SCRS Standards) in British
Columbia, which were enacted as mandatory standards for all staffed residential
resources in British Columbia in 1998. There are currently thirty-two SCRS
Standards organized under eight key headings. Each standard has a list of expected
outcomes for children and youth, and practical steps for service providers and
program staff to achieve the expected outcomes.

Compliance with these standards is measured in a multi-dimensional
review/audit process. The process is described as multi dimensional because
compliance is measured using a number of data collection techniques from a variety
of information sources such as:

¢ A review of the resource documents

¢ Program Observation
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¢ Key informant Interviews with service providers, Ministry of Children and
Family Development personnel, resource staff, parents/guardians and youth
over 10 years of age.

The first task in designing the interview questionnaires for young children was to
drastically reduce the number of standards that would be covered by the questions
themselves. Although several standards had been evaluated in the interviews with
youth during recent compliance reviews of Staffed Children’s Residential Resources
review/audit program with older children, this researcher surmised that younger
children would need a more flexible time consuming approach to understand both the
process and the intent behind the questions.

In examining information from the committee responsible for the initial
development of the SCRS Standards and the SCRS Review Program, this researcher
found that this committee had initially prioritized the standards that they felt were
critical to quality care in residential resources for children. In addition to the
committee’s information the researcher consulted the current Canadian child welfare
outcome research for their views about the essential aspects of quality care for
children in residential resources. Both the committee and the research identified the
following key areas that should be addressed in all residential resource reviews to
ensure the ongoing safety and well being of children in residential care.

1. Safety. The personal safety and protection of children in the residential resources.

Questions that address such things as the child’s feeling of safety, the use of

physical restraint and/or abusive behavior management methods by the staff,

bullying by other residents, and their knowledge of emergency procedures.
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2. The service environment. Questions concerning the quality of care provided for
the children, including their personal accommodation, their privacy, and
programs that promote healthy growth and development.

3. The involvement of family and community. This includes questions about the
involvement of their families and significant others in the program, as well as
their involvement with children and activities in local community activities.

4. Children’s voice. Questions about their knowledge of the rights of children in
care and the complaints resolution process as well as the children’s involvement

in decision making and planning that affects their lives.

Field Test Procedures
The initial meeting with the participating children. Prior to their interviews the

researcher met with the participating children at their foster home. During this initial

meeting the researcher ensured that the children understood the following

information:

1. The purpose of the interviews and the format that would be followed during the
interviews.

2. That unlike other times when adults had asked them questions, there were no
right or wrong answers to my questions.

3. Their answers would be kept confidential, unless they disclosed information that
indicated that they, or another child, has been or may be harmed. The researcher

briefly reviewed the Child Protection Disclosure Protocol.
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4. Their participation was voluntary and they could choose to ‘pass’ on questions or
stop the interview at any time if they felt uncomfortable.

5. The researcher gave each child the option of ilaving their interview audio taped
or recorded by the researcher taking notes.

6. Their Guardianship Social Worker would be talking to them after their interview
to make sure that they were not upset or confused following the interview.

7. There would be a variety of communication tools available to aid them in
responding to the interview questions.

8. And finally, the researcher told them that she would be asking for their feedback
about the Interview Protocol at the end of their interviews.

Pre-interview on site planning. During the initial in person visit with the children
and their foster parents the researcher was able to observe their interactions with
adults and the other children (when they were present). During this visit the foster
parents assisted me in identifying a room suitable for the interviews with the children.
A suitable room was one that was private, with few distractions, that allowed the
child and the interviewer to be on the same level (i.e. sitting or on the floor). The
room needed to be one that the children did not have a negative association with e.g.,
the time out room.

As noted earlier, during the pre-interview visit to the foster home the researcher
reviewed the children’s communication styles with the foster parents and asked them
about their interests and favorite activities. The foster parents were also asked to
identify a toy or gift the child would be enthusiastic to receive. These presents were

then wrapped and presented to the children following their interviews.
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The present giving was only a small incentive for the children to complete the
interview because they were told that they would be given the presents at the end of
their interview whether or not they completed the questionnaire. The presents also
represented my appreciation for their agreement to be interviewed and some
recognition of the effort they put in, and the time they had given up, to participate in
the project. At the conclusion of this visit dates and times for the interviews with the
children were confirmed.

The interviews with young children. The children’s interviews followed a format
adapted from Dr. Yuille’s Step Wise Interview Protocol (Ministry of Children and
Family development, 2000, p.53). Although this protocol is often used in
investigative interviews with children, it is also suitable for interviews when the
interviewer does not have an ongoing relationship with the child. Since my
interviews were intended to be far less threatening than an investigative interview,
Yuille’s Rapport Building and Narrative Interview Stages were combined and
modified.

Following brief introductions and a review of the purpose of the interviews, the
children were asked if they could show the researcher around their foster home and
introduce her to their foster family and the family pets (where these were present). The
researcher had advised the foster parents during the initial resource visit that the children
would be asked to give the researcher a tour of their foster home with particular
emphasis on their room. When the children showed the researcher their room they were
asked to point out where they kept their special things and how they had decided to

decorate the room to make it more their own. With an instamatic camera the researcher
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took three pictures of the children in their room with a special emphasis on the parts of
the room they liked the best.

With the pictures in hand the children accompanied me back to the room chosen for
their interviews, and the pictures were placed so they could be easily refer to them
throughout the interview. The information acquired during this modified free narrative
stage of the interview was used throughout the interview in a continuous rapport building
process. The researcher interviewed both children separately, while the other child stayed
in another room with the foster mother.

Due to factors discussed more fully in Chapter Four there were only two children in
care interviewed for the Interview Protocol field test. The children were initially asked
for their consent to participate in the interview, and for the interview to be audio taped.
The children were then asked to repeat their consent when the tape recorder was turned
on. Their taped consent was followed by a brief review of the confidentiality and
disclosure issues discussed in the previous sections above. The children were asked
throughout the interview for their consent to continue with the interview.

Asking the children for their consent on an ongoing basis throughout the interview is
a participatory approach that recognizes their progressively increasing knowledge and
experience with the field test process. This approach was also effective in reducing the
impact of the power imbalance between the adult interviewer and the child participant
and it allowed the children to exert direct control over their participation in the project.

Most researchers stress that interviews with young children in care need to
realistically reflect their limited attention span, their language skills and the

possibility that they may have behavioral or emotional difficulties that could inhibit
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their ability to participate in ‘normal’ interviews. To overcome some of these
difficulties I have drawn upon the wisdom of several researchers (cited with the
description of the prop) who have gone before me, and developed communication
tools or interview props to assist children to express their views in a non-threatening
way.

The props included signs and symbols (adapted from Lewis 2001) that made it
easy for the children to give me direction. The symbols were placed on small signs,
which my daughter made for the project, depicting the instructions; stop, pass, yes,
no, okay, and I don’t understand. At the beginning of their interview the children
were given time to practice using the props. The props used during the interview with
the two young boys were as follows:

¢ A Feeling flip chart (Adapted from Thomas & O’Kane, 2000) feeling faces
and response cards that they could use to identify how they were feeling at
the moment, or their feelings during specific events they were describing.

¢ The photos taken of the children in their rooms (Save the Children UK,
2001).

¢ Drawing tools — drawing paper and a variety of drawing tools (UK Save the
Children, 2001; Alridge & Wood, 1998; Garbarino & Stott, 1989) that they
could use at any time during the interview to express themselves or just to
doodle.

¢ A Narrative story of a young girl facing a crisis in a group home (adapted
from Sandalowski and Docherty ‘s 1999).
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The examination of the props marked the beginning of the Questioning Phase of
the interview. A full description of the questions and props used during this phase of
the interview are contained in Appendix B. The following information is contained
with each section of questions:

¢ The key topic areas covered by the questions

¢ Interview Questions and in some cases Alternate Interview Methods

¢ Comments or cues related to the questions in Italics.

Post interview debriefing. At the end of their interviews the children were asked if
they had any questions they would like to ask me about the project, or any issues that
came up for them during the interview. They were also reminded that an adult would be
talking to them later to see if they had any unanswered questions, and they were told that
their foster parent knew how to contact me if they needed to talk about the process.

When the children indicated that they did not have any further outstanding issues,
they were asked if they would help me to evaluate the interview process and the
communication tools. They were told about the importance of their feedback for the
project and how it would help make the Interview Protocol a better tool for
communicating with younger children such as themselves, in the future. To assess the
effectiveness of the Interview Protocol the children were asked the following
questions:

1. Did you have any trouble understanding the questions?

2. Were there too many questions?
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3. Did you think these questions covered the most important things about being in a
foster home?
4. In your opinion / view what are the most important things about living in foster
homes?
5. What did you think of some of the different ways (with signs etc.) of answering
questions? Did it make it easier to answer the questions?
6. Do you have any questions you would like to ask me?
After these final questions the children were thanked and given their presents.
The interviews with the children went very well and both boys were able to
complete their interview questionnaires, although the older boy was quite restless by
the end of the interview. There was a need to explain more of the questions and use
alternate formats and examples with the 8 year old, as compared to the 7 year old.
Although both boys had been diagnosed as having symptoms of Fetal Alcohol
Syndrome, the older child appeared to have more cognitive difficulties. The
flexibility of the Interview Protocol allowed the researcher to adapt the questions and
use alternate formats that the older child could understand, although his interview was
a little longer than his younger sibling’s. The interview with the oldest boy was
completed in 45 minutes and his brother’s interview lasted approximately 40 minutes.
These interview times included the completion of the researcher’s feedback questions

regarding the Interview Protocol.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
The following chapter contains a summary of the researcher’s findings during the
project Every Voice Counts. This discussion will include the success in achieving the
project objectives and the barriers and challenges encountered in undertaking
research and evaluation with young children. The chapter will also include an

analysis of the Interview Protocol Field Test.

Barriers and Challenges

One of the objectives of the project Every Voice Counts was to identify the
barriers to the involvement of young children in care in resource evaluations, and
strategies to overcome these barriers. Some of the barriers discussed in this section
were identified when the researcher reviewed reports of similar studies involving
young children in care, and others became apparent during the field test of the
Interview Protocol. The researcher’s extensive experience in the field of child welfare
and familiarity with the inner workings of the Ministry of Children and Family
Development also informed the discussion of the barriers and challenges of research
with young children in care. Information from these sources indicated that the
barriers to the involvement of young children in care could often be characterized as
procedural, administrative or perceptual barriers. For the purposes of this report,
administrative barriers have been defined as those obstacles related to the mandated
provincial child welfare agency. Some of the administrative barriers the researcher
encountered resulted from the changes occurring within the Ministry for Children and

Family Development. The project was undertaken during a period of significant
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upheaval in the BC Ministry of Children and Family Development. The Ministry was,
and continues to be in the process of decentralizing service delivery to Regional Child
Welfare Authorities and reducing both staff and programs. Social workers to these
pressures and the need to reduce the number of children in care, and provide more
services to families to prevent children from coming into care.

Perceptual barriers on the other hand, are those issues related to the perceived
role of children in society, and children’s rights. These barriers, which were discussed
more fully in Chapter Two, related to the importance we place on hearing and
understanding the lived experiences of children in care. Information from the sources
noted above seems to indicate that there are three possible ways we approach
gathering input from children in our society:

¢ We ask them for their opinion but we don’t listen to their response.

¢ We ask them for their opinion and pretend to listen to their response.

¢  We ask for their opinion, value their responses, and act on what they have to

say.

Administrative and perceptual barriers can be difficult to address because they
often require changes to the political and social structures of society. Although
researchers can experience a great deal of difficulty in overcoming some of the
procedural barriers inherent in this type of research, these barriers are often addressed
by the use of ethical methodologies such as a participatory action approach to

research with children.



Every Voice Counts 46

The most commonly reported procedural barriers are those related to the
recruitment of child participants. Recruitment barriers include difficulties in gaining
access to the children, and in obtaining consent for their participation. Both of these
obstacles presented me with unique challenges during this project and eventually led
to a reduction in the number of children involved in the Interview Protocol field test.

Since the purpose of the field test was to assess the effectiveness of the Interview
Protocol, rather than the specific responses of the children, it was important that child
participants were not unduly impacted by other unrelated distress, or adversely
affected by the interview process. I decided that the best way to safeguard the mental
health of these young children in care, was Ito ask their guardianship social workers to
determine each child’s suitability first before proceeding further in gaining consent
for their participation in the project.

Over a four-week period in March 2002 the researcher met with the Intake
Resource Social Worker at the Victoria Child Welfare Resources Unit on three
separate occasions to identify children who met the project eligibility criteria. During
these sessions over a four-week period 44 children were identified as potential project
participants. Once identified the researcher, as noted previously, contacted the
child’s Guardianship Social Worker with information about the project and for their
initial assessment of the child’s suitability for the project. In many cases the child’s
situation or status had changed or differed from the information that I had from the
Intake Resources Social Worker.

Of the 44 children identified as possible project participants 13 (30 %) did not

meet the eligibility criteria for the project for the following reasons:
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¢ six children had been discharged from care and had not resided in a
residential resource for more than 6 months

¢ two children had been placed for adoption

¢ two children had just recently been placed in a new resource

¢ three children had just been returned home

The researcher did contact the mother of two of the children who had recently
been returned under the supervision of the Director of Child Protection. This mother
was identified by her social worker as someone who had really worked hard to have
her children returned to her, and someone who was amenable to being contacted
about the project. Although this mom sounded enthusiastic when I first talked to her
after several unanswered phone calls and missed appointments I realized that she was
likely feeling too vulnerable to consider having her children participate in the project.

In addition to the children who did not meet the project criteria, the researcher
was unable to make contact with the Guardianship Social Workers for 10 identified
children (23 %), despite several efforts on my part to do so. The researcher was
contacted by the Guardianship Social Workers for 3 of these children after the
completion of the field test, but the availability of these children was not confirmed.
Further, the researcher was unable to identify the Guardianship Social Workers for 5
of the 44 eligible children in care.

Of the remaining 16 children:

¢ the parents of three of the children were identified by the guardianship social

worker as hostile to the ministry and unlikely to consent to their child’s
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participation, the parent of two of these children had disappeared following
the last court hearing.
¢ the parents of three children received information about the project, but
would not answer subsequent phone calls despite several efforts to contact
them.
¢ the parent of one child withdrew consent just prior to his child’s interview.
The remaining two children (5.0%) were interviewed for the project and the results

are presented in the next section of this chapter.

Field Testing the Interview Protocol

The purpose of the Interview Protocol field test was to evaluate the
effectiveness of the Protocol, by a) interviewing children who are, or have resided in
a residential resource in the Victoria area in the past 6 months and b) by asking the
children who participated in the field test to assess the Interview Protocol from their
perspective.

The field test of the Interview Protocol was only intended to include four to six
children. Despite a concerted effort on the part of the researcher over a six-week
period in March and April 2002, only two young children in care who were 7 and 8
years of age were able to successfully complete the interview questionnaire. As noted
in the previous section the researcher encountered several obstacles in identifying

child participants for the field test of the Interview Protocol. Two children were
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interviewed, and the information that emerged from these interviews is certainly
worthy of analysis.

The results of the field test will be reported in two segments. In the first segment
I have listed the special communication tools and strategies utilized during the
interviews with the children followed by an assessment of their effectiveness and
some tips for their use in interviews. The second segment examines the effectiveness
of the interview questions in addressing the four key outcomes in the provision of

quality care.

Employing Participatory Techniques

1. Signs with symbols

a) Stop b)Pass c¢) Okay

d) Thumbs up (good, yes) €) Thumbs Down (not good, no)
.
1
o

f) Idon’t understand
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Commentary and analysis. The signs with symbols were very popular with the
young children. The signs were pasted on cardboard and had a Popsicle stick for a
handle. The signs were small and light enough so the children could access them
easily to respond to the questions. If there are too many signs the children have
difficulty knowing what to choose so it is important to limit the number. This
problem was resolved by having two sided signs. For example, one sign had stop on
one side and pass on the opposite side. This to kept the number of signs at a
manageable level (three) while providing the children with a way to immediately
respond to the researcher’s questions and express their views. The children who were
interviewed used the signs frequently throughout their interviews.

2. Taking pictures. During the Rapport Building and Free Narrative stage of the
interview the researcher took 3 instant Polaroid pictures of the kids in their
rooms.

Commentary and analysis. Again this was very popular with the children. They
enjoyed showing me their prized possessions and their room, posing for the pictures
with their things, and referring to the pictures during the interview when we talked
about their rooms. The children especially enjoyed keeping the pictures at the end of
the interview. Polaroid pictures are an easy accessible tool to help children visualize
concepts and understand the meaning of questions.

3. Resource tour. As part of the Rapport Building / Narrative stage of the interview
the researcher asked the children to take her on a tour of the foster home,
introduce her to their foster family and pets, and end with the room tour

mentioned in number two.
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Commentary and analysis. The process was very successful in building rapport

with the children by allowing them to initiate conversation (free narrative) about their

family, their home environment, their interests, their special places and things. The

researcher used this information during the interviews with the children to assist them

in understanding the questions, or to reframe a particular question.

4.

Drawing tools. Paper for drawing pictures, crayons and scented felt pens with
flavors like apple and strawberry were placed for easy access by the child if they
chose to respond by drawing a picture or to doodle during the interview. Prior to
beginning the interview, the children were shown the drawing tools and
encouraged to use them when they wished to draw a response.

Commentary and analysis. In the two interviews I conducted the two boys did

not chose to use the drawing tools to respond to questions or doodle but the scented

felt pens were a big hit. I think the presence of the drawing tools is important because

it provides the children with another method of exerting control over the interview

process, or for the child who finds doodling relaxing, a method of maintaining their

focus.

5.

Feelings flip chart. The emotions flip chart was a small table top flip chart
depicting a cartoon character making different faces with the emotion noted
underneath the face. At the beginning of their interviews the researcher went
through the faces and the emotions on the flip chart. The children were
encouraged to use the flip chart as a way of providing the researcher with

immediate feedback about their feelings throughout the interview.
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Commentary and analysis. The boys had a lot of fun with the feeling flip chart.
The researcher was told at several points that they were ‘bored’ and ‘frustrated’. The
flip chart was also a good indicator for the researcher of the children’s focus and
energy level at various points throughout their interviews, and it made the process fun
for them. A flip chart with a smaller number of less sophisticated emotions would
probably be more effective and require fewer explanations. Nonetheless, both boys
accessed the chart quite a few times and I think the idea is a good one that allows
interviewers immediate feedback about the impact of particular questions or the
interview process as a whole.

6. Charting the rights of children in care. In discussing the rights of children in care
a chart was constructed listing their rights in age appropriate language, with
examples and pictures in some cases. At the beginning of this discussion each
child was ask to define, in their own words the meaning of the word ‘right’ and
to describe some of the rights of children in care. The researcher went through
the chart and talked about each of the rights listed. The children were given
happy face stickers, and after the discussion of each right they were asked to
place a sticker beside the right if they felt that the right was respected in the
resource or by their foster parents or social worker.

Commentary and analysis. Although the two children who were interviewed may
have gained some understanding and knowledge of their rights as children in care,
this was not the intended purpose of the exercise. The exercise was intended to
provide feedback about how and if their rights were being honored in the resource. Of

the two children that were interviewed the first professed no knowledge of children’s
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rights and the second had only a peripheral idea of what his rights might be. This is

not to suggest that they had not been told about their rights but they lacked

knowledge about how honoring their rights might be related to their day to day lives
and their future plans.

7. Storytelling. The story was used during the first part of the questionnaire to
stimulate discussion about child safety and protection issues, and it specifically
related to the issue of bullying by other children in a resource.

The story is about a 10-year-old girl who lived in a
group home in Vancouver. The young girl, named
Sarah, was in her secret hideout writing in her
diary when she witnessed, without being observed,
a young boy being bullied by two older boys from
the group home. Sarah has a crush on one of the
older boys who is bullying the young boy and she
had just been writing about this in her diary.

The story goes on to tell about Sarah’s dilemma as a witness to this assault by
someone she likes, and her concern for the young victim. At the end of the story there
is a list of questions to stimulate discussion about the child’s feelings and insights
about the story and to relate some of their own experiences in similar situations. The
story is not only useful in encouraging discussion about bullying but it can be used
throughout the interview to assist interviewers in explaining or describing other

aspects of the story covered by the questions.



Every Voice Counts 54

Commentary and analysis. Story telling was one of the most successful
communication tools employed during the field test. It not only opened up a
discussion about bullying and child safety but the researcher was able to use it as a
reference point throughout the interview when topics related to the story were raised.
The story was especially successful with the older child (age 8) who had learning
difficulties associated with Fetal Alcohol Syndrome. The story seemed to capture his
attention, which he demonstrated when responding to the questions following the
story. Although it was an effective communication tool, the language should be
adjusted slightly in the body of the story and the discussion questions to enhance the

children’s understanding, and the story should be a bit shorter.

The Questions For Young Children

The questionnaire for young children is divided into four sections that correspond
to the four key areas of quality of care for children in residential resources. The
following is a review of the key topics covered in each section of the questionnaire
and an assessment of the success of the questions in addressing the key issues.
1. Child safety and protection. There were three key issues that the questions in this

segment were intended to address:

¢ Do the children feel safe at the resource with the staff or foster parents, the

other kids, or other people at the resource?
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