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INTRODUCTION
In October of 1987, I was asked to make a presentation on what it means to be a child welfare worker, while acting as assistant co-ordinator of the child welfare college being held at Kingston.  A number of the participants felt that they could relate to the number of points outlined and in particular to the feelings expressed on a chart which detailed the point at which I was at emotionally as my career proceeded.  As a result I have included this as an insert at the end.  I found that this process of writing down what I felt was important was of value to me especially as I became one more step away from the front lines and assumed the position of Director of Services at Brant.  Hopefully, I will not lose contact with what I believed in and this will act as a reminder.


WORKSHOP ON DEVELOPMENT AS A CHILD WELFARE SOCIAL WORKER
We all come to the job with our own values, our own personal history, our own strengths and weaknesses, and our own needs.  Our task can be so gut-wrenching and stressful that we have to grow upon that base that we started with, or we either "burn out", or "cop out".

I can only give to you my own experiences that are a collection of failures and successes, trial and error tactics, and an attitude and value system, which developed and fit with me.  Each individual worker must find his or her own unique prescriptions.  My hope and reason for participating in this workshop is to save you time so that my fifteen years can help you come to the same stops on your journey a lot sooner.

For me, the following points have remained important:
My Role
My Role is always to be consistent with what I believe should be my role.  The role attempts to accomplish ideals.  I know that if I loose that sense of idealism, I will start to loose my sense of purpose and lose my motivation to continue.  It is not important for me to always reach an ideal situation but I can live with myself for trying.

The Ideal Role
a)
I am not only a "Child Protection Worker", this is a limiting bureaucratic term which no client would want to have signed at the bottom of a letter.  We are social workers, working in child welfare who are required to maintain the code of conduct and values of the profession.

b)
We use therapy and this treatment approach begins the moment we receive a call to intervene and continues until we terminate with the clients.

c)
All family members including those who abuse are "clients" and should receive our respect as someone who experiences their own pain in their own situation.

d)
We don't do "investigations as police officers".  We assess situations as social workers and use the tools of social work including psycho social assessments.

e)
We look for the weaknesses in order to protect children which is our paramount concern.  However, we look for possible strengths in order to eliminate the weaknesses.

f)
We believe in the capacity for people to grow.

g) Clients are never to be set up to fail just to show that they can't handle a situation.

h) The "least intrusive concept" means that we intervene at the point that our assessment skills tell us that the client can handle.


i)
Behaviour is purposeful.  Even the worse clients who do the most despicable things are reacting to their own negative experiences as children or as people in general.  As a worker this does not mean that we excuse these terrible actions but we attempt to understand it and by understanding it we begin to resolve our own anger that we feel on behalf of the child or spouse.

j)
Never sacrifice your ideals, but do be realistic.  The saying that indicates that you "can't make a silk purse out of a pig's ear" is true.  Aim for the ideal but sometimes we have to settle for the "least damaging alternative".

k)
As a social worker in child welfare I do not have to feel inferior or less skilled than social workers in any other setting.  As a matter of fact, the endurance that we develop and our ability to work with clients who are rejected by other systems makes us a valuable commodity.  As a result I will never buy into an inferior role or ever apologise for being 'a children's aid social worker'.

l)
Whenever I can't use self-determination with a client I use the concept of "best interests".  In this way I never feel a conflict in having an adversarial client.  Realise that no branch of social work has a totally voluntary client in which "self-determination" is the only consideration.

m)
The abuse and mistreatment is not to be considered an end in itself, but is to be viewed as a symptom of dysfunction which can only be rectified (if at all) by a sound appraisal or assessment of the clients self and environment with regard to both strengths and weaknesses.

n)
Attachment and Loss
Lack of Intimacy

Low Self Esteem

Little Feeling of Efficacy

Loneliness

Those are the underlying themes of many child welfare clients.
o)
Remember that most of us are motivated by the hope that things will be better than through the fear of negatives.  The latter usually only brings compliance rather than permanent change.

p)
Appeal to and build upon the good in people, even if the decent part appears to be in the minority.  Re-focus people into seeing success.


General Considerations as a Child Welfare Social Worker
1.
Empower yourselves and your clients.  Own what is yours but be assertive in disclaiming what you don't own.

2.
In order to attain what you want in your agency or for your clients be prepared to back out of skirmishes in order to win the war.

3.
Don't fight the system.  Change the system from within using the structures that are set up within it.  In this was we never can be viewed as destructive or negative and therefore dismissed as "black holes".  However, be persistent, consistent, and appear as if you will never give up your ideal.

4.
Always focus on changing those parts of the system that you feel are inappropriate.  Stay away from identifying particular employees as the reason systems are inappropriate.  In this way, errant individuals can always advocate for the same changes even in the eleventh hour.

5.
Have confidence in your own abilities but be realistic in what you can change or influence.

6.
Turn negative experiences in ourselves and in our clients into avenues for growth.  (i.e. positives into negatives.)

7.
Explore your own feelings on a case dilemma and the direction will probably be found.

8.
Allow your client to teach you about yourself and about life.  In other words, realise that we are not above them, and as such, we do not do things for them, we do things with them.

9.
Deal with your anger in direct, positive ways in order to prevent slush funds that could also induce burnout and depression.

10.
Be open to change and variety.  There is no one 'right' way in many case and work situations.

11.
Realise that you can't please all of the community or all of your clients.  By doing what you can, with the best of intentions, however, you can live with yourself.

12.
Develop a self-awareness to know what are your own issues that you are still working through so that these do not impinge on your colleagues or on clients.  This is an important point.

13.
However, having said 12, allow your own emotions to be part of the process on the job or with clients.

Why?
a)
It is a release for you in a natural way.

b)
It unites you with the clients and shows genuineness.

c)
It allows for personal growth.

d)
It prevents burnout.

Work on your own issues:  Physical abuse as child?,  Sexual abuse?, Marital Issues?, Perceptions of males and females?

14.
Never judge a fellow social worker just by the fact that a child gets hurt.  Often the best workers are the ones that have this happen.

15.
Deal with uncaring fellow workers by confronting them.  We don't deal in "Widgets".  We deal in people's lives.  Let them know that their lack of involvement is unacceptable.

16.
Use your knowledge of "Life Cycle Issues", your theoretical base, and your experience to find a common bond with clients upon which you can build a productive social work relationship.

17.
Our job can force us to live on the "edge".  Be aware of this and take care to build in support systems which can tell you when you are too close.  We see such intensity of emotion that our own base, no matter how strong can start to weaken.  I firmly believe that many child welfare social workers, especially in front-line positions have a propensity to live close to the edge anyway.

18.
Draw back to regain strength when any two out of three parts of your life are out of kilter --- personal life, family life, or professional life.

19.
Have fun on the job when possible and never apologise for it, even when the humour becomes somewhat black.  Hopefully, complete the job first.


BELIEFS ABOUT CLIENTS (Some Considerations)

Child Welfare clients often are:

1.
The ones that society has given up on or never considered in the first place.

2.
More honest in their deficits that anyone I know.

3.
Wanting to be loved by someone (or at least cared about) more than anything else.

4.
Extremely lonely.

5.
Victims of their own history of abuse.

6.
Disenfranchised.

7.
The ones who teach us the most about ourselves.

8.
Poor.

9.
Apprehensive and scared but they hide this by displays of anger.

10.
Believing that nobody cares and there often need energetic prolonged examples of worker caring before they receive the message.

11.
Starting off in life wanting to be just like everybody else.

12.
People with low self esteem and "failure identities".

13.
Knowing a lot more about what they want and have sized us up more completely that we ever ask them about.

14.
More likely to set up failure just when they realise that they are about to succeed. (negative identity)

15.
Ourselves but for the Grace of God.

16.
People who want "intimacy" but never have the skills to attain it and often pick mates who also cannot attain it.

17.
Abusive of power to strive for intimacy.

18.
Unable to return our concern in direct ways but this caring is incorporated somewhere within them although we often feel that we have been unsuccessful in our efforts.

19.
People who want us as their family and invite us to their weddings and want their friends to meet us.  They bring in their first grandchildren for our approval.  They compare workers and brag about how good their social worker  is compared to others.

20.
Ninety percent of the time the people who never meant to hurt their children.  (Exceptions are in the Zaphiris profile.)


WORK CYCLE OF ONE CHILD WELFARE SOCIAL WORKER: ME



First



- scared




Few



- enthusiastic
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- bluffing








- high ideals








- friendly




Six 



- over extended
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- long hours








- did everything myself








- hid mistakes




Nine



- initial disenchantment
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- some negatives








- a drawing back




One 



- renegotiating of role

Year



- limiting of personal expectations








- development of initial support group

              
                                      



- renewed vigour
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- a hardness and a feeling being a skilled

Five



  veteran
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- lots of apprehensions








- feeling above clients








- personal pride in handling tough cases








- a growing elitism








- living on the edge and








  enjoying unusual, even 








  dangerous situations








- a feeling of  negativism - "what is  the use?"

- isolation and only friends are those I work with








- burnout








- judgmental




Five



- reappraisal




Through



- energy applied outwards to change the system 




Eight



 -learned to use the system more effectively




Years












- more education




Ten



- more human




Through



- more accepting of self




Twelve



- more positive




Years



- more political and purposeful


