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         BACKGROUND AND QUESTIONNAIRE

In Ottawa, at the recent Conference for Executive Directors and Directors of Services, a paper that was initiated and endorsed in the Grand River Zone was presented for action.  A motion was presented at the business meeting and it was passed unanimously.  It read, 

‘That the Child Welfare Discussion Paper be accepted as a service document for presentation and discussion at the OACAS Board, local agencies and Zone Meetings and that feedback be provided through the normal OACAS channels (zone meetings, zone chairs, OACAS Board) for the February consultations.’

The questions that this paper tries to raise are connected to the manner in which child welfare agencies engage clients and communities in order to keep children safe and provide needed services.   Child Welfare Reform has provided an emphasis on child safety through competency and goals, yet little on how quality service should be provided by agencies.  As a result, a number of child welfare professionals at all levels are afraid that the system may have lost some of its holistic, helpful approach.  They also believe that it may be affecting retention rates of new and experienced staff.  There is also the fear that new workers entering the field are not always aware of the traditions of good practice and are not always utilizing intervention strategies which have evolved through valid research.

This paper is not trying to impose a philosophy of service as individual child welfare agencies in the province serve many unique communities.  It is probably incomplete in its review of values and is intended simply as a tool to enable a values discussion.  In addition, it does not suggest how individual agencies or staff should act with clients.  There is enough leadership and experience in each agency to evaluate that in terms of each agency’s own unique situation. 

The discussion paper, by its very existence, does suggest, that without a meaningful reflection of our values at this juncture, child welfare agencies in Ontario could be restricting and actually decreasing their abilities to provide required services to children and families in any meaningful manner beyond immediate child safety.   

Historically, there has been a gradual yet significant development of child welfare in Ontario.  There are lessons from the past that should be considered when making present policy.  There is valid research in what works in helping to eradicate child maltreatment.  When Child Welfare Reform was initiated by the Ministry of Community and Social Services it did so to answer public concerns of child deaths.  In good faith, it has provided many positive aspects to the protection of children.  Unfortunately, there is a concern by some that with its commendable zeal for trying to decrease the possibility of child deaths, other needed aspects of quality service for other children at risk and their families may have been unnecessarily curtailed.

Child Welfare Reform is now three years old and the shock stage is over.  Agencies are in a better position to analyze where they are and what they should retain from the past.  This paper quotes individuals and organizations who have made a contribution to child welfare over the last one hundred years and they are still relevant today.

Discussion of the questions themselves may initiate internal changes or confirmations of good practice already evident within each individual agency.  Hopefully, the internal discussion will also rejuvenate agency mission statements and an ever-evolving professional practice.  

It is this author’s hope that the review of the questions raised from the individual quotes and the ensuing internal dialogue itself, will allow staffs, boards and communities to formalize answers that are appropriate to them.   Strong, revitalized mission statements, for example, are a good protection for the retention of quality service within organizations.  

Each agency is being asked to provide input, through discussion with staff and Boards of Directors, on the ten questions listed below.  The OACAS will then summarize the results for further discussion at its February 2002 Consultation.  At the Consultation, it will be decided what, if any, the next steps might be.  For example, the combined views of all Boards of Directors could be a powerful influence on government policy as they represent a cross-section of all communities and jurisdictions in the province.  

The questions include the following;

1. What parts of our service are now better following Child Welfare Reform?  Which have declined?

2. Are we satisfied with individual casework approaches to children and families?  Explain.

3. Are child welfare services delivered in a manner that is consistent with good social work values?  Explain. 

4. What is the result of this, positively or negatively, on children and their families?

5. Do we have a firm vision throughout the agency of how services to abused and neglected children should be delivered?  

6. Are our Mission Statements still relevant?

7. Does value-based service still have a role to play when competency-based service and ‘business plan’ objectives are now the norm?

8. Would the confirmation of a helping vision in dealing with the maltreating family be a positive statement towards the goal of retaining staff?

9. Provide the values that your agency believes should be at the forefront of child welfare service to children, families, and communities in Ontario.  In that respect, do you propose changes to the present OACAS values statements that are found in the philosophy paper?

10. Shall we keep the present direction of Child Welfare Reform?  Explain.
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This has been a period of rapid change.  At first, agencies and staff felt that there was little chance for reflection.  It may have involved the speed of change and the numbness that came with it.  Some agencies were also in crisis and in their pre-occupation with this they were unable to view the total effect of the changes that were occurring.

Much of the Child Welfare Reform has been progressive:  

· There are clearer standards for investigating allegations of abuse 

· Financial and staff resources now enable us to enhance our delivery of services to children found to be at significant risk  

However, there is no concise or comprehensive vision of how we should now do our work within in the protection part of our service.  The Inquests initiated much of our change in service delivery.  Fortunately, not all our families fit into the profile of those who might ultimately kill their children.  Most of our families do, however, have specific problems that require services in order to decrease risk to their children.  It has been left to individual agencies to blend their approaches to service to these and other families while still heeding the expectations placed on them by child welfare reform initiatives.  

We are currently in a position to define ourselves as long as we continue to fit within the structure, which has already been put in place through the combined efforts of MCSS and the OACAS.  The Ministry already has indicated that it needs our expertise and indeed much of the change that has occurred originated to a significant degree from some of our most competent child protection social workers who had been seconded to the Ministry for that very purpose.  

As agencies, we need to do our part in defining what is important as well.  Without this, our system could flounder and children, families and communities could receive only limited benefit despite the efforts that have been put into refurbishing our system over the past three years.   

A number of significant steps have already been taken.  In 1994 the OACAS Journal published an article called Transforming Child Welfare Services in the 90s.  Although it predated the inquests it called for a paradigm shift that would enable us to work with families more effectively.  It insisted that 

‘as a necessary first step, we must dispel the child welfare myth that the families served by child welfare agencies are usually hostile, angry, involuntary and hard to serve.  It would appear that actually less than 10% of the families who come to our attention fall into this categorization’. (1)(page 14)  

In addition it purported that 

‘we must recognize that people generally respond positively to a caring and concerned approach and negatively to an approach based on pure power and authority .  Essentially, we have found that our families (the consumer appreciate their services being provided in a holistic, respectful and participatory manner.  This in turn, is founded upon a process of internal collaboration (team work) and an external partnership with the community’. (p.14)
This partnership with the community was expanded upon in another dissertation entitled the Child Welfare Discussion Paper distributed by the OACAS in 1997 (2).  It emphasized that a restated purpose of child protection services is necessary.  It stated that 

‘We strive to support a healthy, nurturing, permanent family for every child when children are at risk or are abused, neglected, or abandoned.  Child welfare services have an overriding statutory responsibility to ensure their safety and when necessary to secure temporary or permanent alternative care.  We share with the community the responsibility for protecting children and strengthening families.  We will work in collaboration with the community to achieve this purpose.’(page 6)

The beneficial ideas and directions that it contained appear to be shelved even though it was insightful and spoke to current practice and research in the field of child welfare.  It also outlined an OACAS vision for the future, which is articulated near the conclusion to this particular paper. 

It is now almost four years later and in sober reflection it is time to renew that discussion to determine whether all the positive changes in child welfare have been placed within an appropriate and articulated context.  If they are not, then vital services to children and their families will ultimately fail and the system will have needless tragedies in the future. 

Position papers recently prepared by the Provincial Directors of Service and the Grand River Zone Executive Directors add to the need for a renewed dialogue.  They all recommend that constructive changes should be contemplated on a systemic level.  All three need to be incorporated into our future planning.

This particular paper is attempting to bring an additional focus to the debate.  It is posing the questions that the field needs to address in terms of what we stand for, both as child welfare agencies and as individual child welfare practitioners.  The three aforementioned papers address child welfare/child protection on a programs and 

systemic level.  This paper asks the field to debate our mission statements and our value systems so that any individual working within our 51 organizations knows our ethical stance and our approach to providing services to at risk children.  

As child welfare moves toward becoming a more standardized system, it is essential that we develop cohesive vision and consensus regarding the values that we believe in.

It would be unhelpful and arrogant for anyone to impose a philosophical base.   Instead, each child welfare agency through its board of directors and staff could debate the questions that are posed and then submit its responses to the OACAS in order for all viewpoints to be compiled.  The OACAS could then articulate a provincial set of principles and ethical positions for delivery of child protection/child welfare service as it has done in decades past.   These in turn could be circulated to new workers, schools of social work, MCSS, and to the various communities in order to let all stakeholders know what we stand for and how specifically we will do our work to keep children safe.

The following issues for discussion have been put in a historical context.  They have been framed within the quotes attributed to individuals and organizations that have influenced us over the course of our existence in Ontario.   

Each section concludes with a series of questions that will bring out the vision and the set of beliefs within we will do our work for the next few years.  Obviously this is a draft and the topics, quotes, and questions are subject to change.  This is just a starting point to spark a debate, which can be nothing but beneficial to children, families, communities, boards, and staffs, within our 51 agencies.

The Philosophy of Service In the Beginning

In 1905, J.J. Kelso one of the founders of child welfare in Ontario and as Superintendent, directly initiated the formation of a number of the first Children’s Aid Societies in the province is reported to have said:

“It is hard to remove the impression that the Children’s Aid Society exists solely for the purpose of taking children from their parents.  The object in forming a society is not to take children away but to encourage and persuade negligent parents to love, protect and provide for their children, so that removal would not be necessary.  Hundreds of poor homes can be built up and made endurable for children by kindly and judicious intervention.” (3.)
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Advocacy and Social Action
As stated by the Ontario Association of Children’s Aid Societies in 1976:

“Contemporary social agencies must have the two fold goal:  to enable clients to deal appropriately with changing expectations of society, and to insist that societies recognize and respect the legitimate concerns and needs of the individual.  Where the agency and/or the client, in pursuit of this goal, is obstructed by the social environment, the agency has an obligation to identify obstructions and to ascertain whether the obstructions can be reduced or eliminated.

Advocacy is undertaken on behalf of individual clients in specific situations.  Social action is indicated where misapplication is frequent or extensive constituting an abuse, or where the law or institutional services are found deficient.

Social action requires the full commitment of the agency and assumes a clear-cut issue with well-documented research.  If the action requires the support of province-wide or country-wide public opinion as in the case of institutional change or legislative amendment, it will probably be advantageous to elicit active concern through the majority of related agencies and/or a central coordinating body whose active interest can be obtained, but the task of such support should not be an obstacle to appropriate action.” (4.)
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Values and Ideologies

Wolf Wolfensberger, in looking at designing evaluations for human service organizations, felt that these measures needed to encompass genuinely universal principles and values in order to be valid.  He wrote in 1981 that:

“Human services walk on three legs:  ideology, legal practices, and implementation.  Our efforts toward developing adaptive services can be greatly facilitated and supported by laws that concern themselves with service structure, funding, consumer rights, and so on.  However, even the best laws will be perverted if implementation is not characterized by profound, positive ideologies and values.  After all, law is a discipline that reflects higher ideals and, without these ideals, the course inevitably leads to violence and abuse.  Thus, not only human service behaviour, but almost all human behaviour is fundamentally determined by ideology.  ‘Ideology’ is a combination of beliefs, attitudes, and interpretations of reality that are derived from one’s experiences, knowledge of what one presumes to be facts, and values.” (5)
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Treatment as a component of Prevention

As stated in 1984 by Herb Sohn a senior manager at MCSS:

“Therapeutic intervention in cases of child abuse represents an essential component of any prevention or incidence reduction effort.  On at least three counts is the treatment of abuse necessary to a prevention campaign:

1. When a case of abuse is identified, successful intervention can prevent further abuse of the child;

2. Successful intervention in a family where abuse occurs may serve to prevent abuse of other children in that family; and

3. Effective intervention on behalf of a child, may mean that abuse will not become a practice in the next generation of that family.” (6.)

More recently in 1999, Andrew Turnell & Steve Edwards in Signs of Safety: A Solution and Safety Oriented Approach To Child Protection Casework; state that: 

"In our experience that, given the chance, child protection workers want to pursue partnership.  When we train child protection workers we will usually ask them to think of the best child protection worker they have encountered, someone whose work they would aspire to emulate.  We ask them to list attributes of this worker.  Consistently, field-based practitioners describe workers who are able to listen to and build a relationship with the people with whom they work and who also exercise their statutory authority with honesty and clarity."  (7.)


Crisis Intervention

A significant portion of the time, social workers in child protection/child welfare have to diffuse situations and help clients through crises that the literature indicates can often occur between four to six weeks in duration.  Often this intervention can help the children and families to grow.  A destructive intervention can make the situation worse. It is important that the workers act in a manner that optimizes the potential for growth and enhanced safety.

Kieran O'Hagan writes in The Handbook of Theory for Practice Teachers, Chapter 8, Crisis Intervention in Social Work:

"The unique challenges of intervention in crises…clearly dictate crucial and necessary components in training.  These are:

1. a sound ethical base

2. A theoretical framework which can accommodate and imaginatively impose order and sense upon the chaos and dangers of crises

3. Self knowledge in crisis situations.

4. Principles, techniques and skills." (6.)
The service delivery model for Aboriginal Child Welfare differs from Children's Aid Societies although they both use the Risk Assessment Model for Ontario and have many other aspects of Child Welfare Reform.  Due to a lack of community infrastructure much of the involvement by child welfare is on a crisis level.

A Position Paper written by Tikinagen for the Association of Native Child & Family Services Agencies of Ontario indicated the following;

"In the absence of a professional service system in First Nations communities, Native (child welfare) agencies are called upon to be holistic service providers.  We respond to issues of suicide risk, substance abuse, third party sexual abuse, and to families who cannot cope with developmentally and physically handicapped children.  But we can only respond when these issues reach crisis proportions.  Without a proper system of services, children come to be in need of protection, and have to be admitted into agency care."  (7) (p.6)



Definitions of ‘Child Protection’ in Child Welfare Services

It has been said that Child Protective Services is a unique form of social work. The aforementioned OACAS Child Welfare Discussion Paper defined child welfare.  The definition is on page one.  In addition to this OACAS definition, the American Child Protection Association has provided one of the best:

"Child protection services is a special child welfare service that carries a designated legal responsibility to offer help on behalf of any child considered or found to be in need of protection.  It is a helping, non-punitive intervention aimed at protecting children through assisting parents." 

The National Association of Public Welfare Administrators provides another helpful definition:

"The purpose of Child protective Services is to identify, treat, and prevent child abuse and neglect, and to ensure that reasonable efforts are made to maintain and protect children in their own homes.” 

Purpose and Vision:

The IPCA defined what was meant by the purpose for child protection services guided provincial social workers until its closure in 1995.  It articulated several objectives.  These include:

1. To ensure that all children have permanent membership in a family that wants and can adequately care for them

2. To discharge the state's responsibility for safeguarding the rights and protecting the welfare of children whose parents are unable to do so.

3. To help parents recognize and remedy conditions that are harmful to the child and to fulfil their responsibilities to provide a minimum level of care through the use of voluntary or court ordered services.

4. To prevent child abuse through efforts to identify and remedy those conditions that contribute to a child's need for protection.

Finally, this paper will conclude with the OACAS vision of child welfare services for the future as articulated in 1997.  

For Children

Children will be healthy in a safe, nurturing environment with a permanent family 

Children will have their basic needs met including food, shelter, clothing, health care and education

Children will be free to be children, to play, have fun, take risks and have experiences

Children will have a strong sense of self and family to allow them to change and cope in times of rapid change

Children will develop to their potential through continuing opportunities for accomplishment and successful outcomes within a context of interdependent relationships

Children will have a positive anticipation of the future

Children will have a place in their community and an investment in their community

For Families

Families are seen as the basic unit and foundation of communities and are respected and valued for their uniqueness, history and traditions, and are the ones to raise their children

Families will provide a value base for their children based on respect for self, others and the environment

Families will be contributing partners in a supporting, caring community and will be able to seek help without stigma

Families will have the spiritual, cultural and economic resources necessary to realize their full potential

For Community

the community will realize that services to families and children are an investment in the future

the community will be responsible and invested in the success of all of its families

the community will have a shared identity with agreed upon goals for protecting the health and well-being of children and families

the community will provide neighborhood-based and culturally responsive resources to maximize their families’ potential


Conclusion:

It is recognized that parts of this paper may overlap or be repetitive.  However, it is hoped this the thoughts of others and the questions may used as a guide for how the children and families will be treated by our agencies in the present and future.  The worry is that without dialogue, our vital services will be eroded.   We know there is already some misunderstanding of our purpose and how we keep children safe.  If we do not provide a clear construct of how we see ourselves then others will define us.   Ultimately, this would be to the detriment of our most vulnerable clients and community members.  It can be left to the OACAS, our advocate, to provide any formalized procedure for responding to this paper.
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    THE CHALLENGE:

FINDING THE BALANCE 

     BETWEEN THIS
AND THIS


WITHOUT BECOMING THIS


The Questions:





Are we still ‘building up poor homes and making them more durable for children by kindly and judicious intervention”? 





Is this goal still relevant in 2001, a hundred years later?





What impression do we have today regarding the ‘purpose of taking children from their parents’? 





What ever that impression is … is it justified?





7,000 more children are in care than three years ago?  Are they in care for the right reasons?  





Are their long term permanency and psychological needs weighed into the factors which necessitate the alleviation of the child’s need for immediate safety’ before care is presented as the only option?





The Questions:





Do we advocate enough for children?


Do we advocate enough for families?


Do we advocate enough for changes in community conditions that place children at risk?


Do we know whom we should advocate for?


Is the parent still a client?


Is advocacy and social action still within the purview of our individual mandates and mission statements?








The Questions:





Are we evaluating our service through a quality assurance that is based on positive ideologies and values?





Does Ontario have appropriate outcome measures for effective child protection service?  





Should any outcome measures also consider particular community social indicators that influence the risk to children and their families?





Are the outcome measures for protection services based on positive ideologies and values?





In the effort to conform and to meet service standards have we retained a pursuit of excellence or instead, condoned the lowest common acceptable denominator for what could be considered best practice?





Does our adherence to recording standards and approaches to investigation of allegations of abuse reflect positive ideologies and values.  If so, what are they, and are they defensible in terms of what we already know to be true about human behaviour in the social services?





Is our present approach to clients based on our experience, knowledge of what we presume to facts and values?





Are we implementing the principles and laws outlined in the CFSA with ‘positive ideologies and values’?





Is there an appropriate partnership and balance between the role of law (family court) and the role of the Children’s Aid Society in keeping children safe and enacting the principles and legislated requirements of the CFSA?








The Questions





Should social workers in child protection do treatment for the amelioration of abusive environments in families?





Is treatment of abusive families and parents a necessity in rural and small town Ontario where other service providers are sparse or insufficient to fulfill the treatment component with abusive families or the abused child?





Is 'treatment' by child welfare social workers a necessity in major urban centers in spite of the presence of other community service providers?





If 'treatment' and 'change agent' roles are requirements for staff in child protection, should new workers be taught the dual role in the New Hires Training? 





If a family wants to return for more service, should this be a valid reason for child protection service? 





Should the word ‘treatment’ be redefined as it pertains to child welfare intervention?





The Broader Questions:





Is Child Welfare work still contingent with social work ethics in the year 2001?





Is the Risk Assessment Model for Ontario compatible with social work, social service worker principles and ethics as defined by the new College in Ontario? 





Do social workers in general feel that the present approach to child protection work is compatible with their core professional beliefs?





What, if anything, prevents staff acting in the ways presented above?





What needs to be done to improve the situation if there are inhibitors to providing good social work service?





Is a strong connection and retention of the social work code of ethics a significant factor in the present and future retention of staff who view themselves as social workers?





If the values of social work were to be confirmed within Children’s Aid Societies, would their over all relationship with the Schools of Social Work improve?  





Do they need to?  If so, what are the issues?





Does the implementation and interpretation of the Risk Assessment Model of Ontario allow for family diversity as reflected through differing values, cultures and religions?





Does our present interpretation and procedures for child protection intervention respect economic status?





 Does our present interpretation and procedures for child protection intervention respect oppressed constituencies?





The Questions:





How should Child Protection/Child Welfare be defined in Ontario today?





Is 'Child Protection' too limiting a term to be used to define our role in reducing risk to children?





The Questions:





Can you support this future vision of child welfare services?





What could be changed or added to these categories?





How should the purpose of Child Protection/Child Welfare be envisioned in Ontario today?





The Specific Crisis Questions:


What principles should child protection/child welfare be guide by in                                                                order to intervene in crisis situations?





What are the primary factors to be considered in handling crisis situations involving children at risk?





Do we generally provide crisis protection services in a culturally or community competent manner?
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