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Abstract 

Thi study explored the potential for parents to create ocial change in Ontario's 

current system of child protection. Concepts of ocial ju tice and participatory action 

research (PAR) were used to focus the inquiry and provided boundaries for data 

collection, analysis and dissemination (Mor e, 1998). Patiicipants in the study 

included (I) parents, refetTed to as an adult caregiver inclusive of extended family 

raising children; who have successfully completed a supervision couti order and (2) 

professionals associated with child protection. The following two research question 

were explored: what advice do court ordered parents give on how to create a less 

bureaucratic system of child protection in Ontario? Secondly, how can 

professionals be engaged to work with parents to bring about the recommended 

changes? A research facilitation team of parents as co-researchers participated in the 

study's design and provided on-going consultation during data collection and 

analysis. Data emerged from three focus groups; a parent group, a profes ional group 

and one involving both parents and professionals. Of significance in the study is the 

opportunity for eight parents and thirteen professionals to voice their collective views 

on changes they would make to the child protection system. 

The tindings suggest the study was timely in light of the newly amended Child 

and Family Services Act, 2006 in Ontario. Parents and professionals alike came 

forward with suggestions for change that now fall within the realm of the new Act. 

These sugge tions are identified and discussed in this study. 
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Chapter 1 

"Change can only be effective if the links betvl'een the subjective experiences of people 

and the objective social conditions are made visible " (Dalrymple & Burke, 1003, p. 1 1). 

1.2 Introduction 

Guided by the philosophical concepts of social j ustice and pariicipatory action 

research this study explores the following two research questions.!) What advice do court 

ordered parents give on how to create ales bureaucratic system of child protection in 

Ontario? 2) How can professionals be engaged to work with parents to bring about the 

recommended change ? 

Both questions emerge from a concem that in Ontario the way parents experience 

child protection interventions are not often the subject of research (Dumbrill , 2006). 

Following interviews with parents involved in Ontario ' s child protection sy tem Dumbrill 

concluded, "To overwhelmed parents, chi ld protection services appeared indomitable" (p. 

30). Not only is there a need to hear from parents about how they perceive child 

protection service but, more importantly, there is a need to involve them in any social 

reform actions (Cameron, 2003 ; Cameron & Birnie-Lefcovitch, 2000; Dumbrill, 2006; 

Dumbri ll & Maiter, 2003, 2004; OACAS, 2006a). This study is designed to create 

opporiunities for this involvement. 

Of equal imporiance the study is responsive to Ontario ' s (OACAS, 2006a) need 

for a collaborative model of child protection services. An emphatic tatement was made 



by the Local Directors Section and Zone Chair for Ontario Children's Aid Societies to 

include parents in child protection services. The provincial leadership body stated, "We 

need a structure in which families can collaborate with workers" (OACAS, 2006a, p. 12). 

To promote the vision of family collaboration the Ontmio Association of Children's Aid 

Societies (2006a) published a handbook titled, Child Welfare in Ontario: Developing a 

Collaborative Intervention Model. T he model i ba eel on a comprehensive literature 

review and includes over three hundred and seventy (3 70) documents that suppmi the 

need to work more inclusively with parents. Handbook contributors make the claim, 

"We will show evidence that children are better protected when child protection agencies 

work in patiner hip and 'coll aboratio n' with famili es and communities" (OACAS, 2006a, 

p.5). 

The study endeavours to expand the parameters of collaboration and embraces a 

collegial approach toward research. A uch the study is designed to meaningfull y 

involve parents in the research agenda by includi ng them as co-resea rchers. " It is 

research that takes seriously and seeks to make the connections between how knowledge 

is created, what knowledge is produced and who is entitled to engage in these proce ses" 

(Brown & Strega, 2005, p. 7). Principles associated with participatory action research 

(PAR) are used to focus the inquiry and provide boundaries for data collection, analysis 

and dissemination (Morse, 1998). How parents claim a voice in a system, which by its 

mandated design, is based on power different ials against them (Barter, 1997, 200 I; 

OACAS, 2006a; Wharf, 2002), is explored through involving them in are earch 

facilitation team, focus group to discuss analysi of content and focus group consultation 

with child protection workers. Parents who pati icipated in the study are those refened to 
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as adult caregiver inclu ive of extended family raising chi ldren and who have 

successfully completed a supervision order. The professionals included are those 

involved in child protection work such as frontline social workers, substance abuse 

counsello rs, and legal coun el for parent . 

The chapters in this study are laid out in the following manner: Chapter I sets the 

research questions into the historic and current context of child protection in Ontario . 

The chapter e tabli hes social justice and pmiicipatory action research a the theoretical 

tl·ameworks for the tudy. This study is about elevating the voice of parents in the child 

protection reform proce s. It is a discussion about change at multiple levels from the 

personal to the broader structural. More impotiantly, the study is about adjusting how the 

chi ld protection field views parents: from liability to resource. 

Chapter 2 review the literature and sets out the ideological fram works that guide 

the study. The chapter begins by contextualizing child protection work in Canada with 

attention to the role of legislation. A review of the ideological lenses that intluence the 

study: power in the helping relationship, structural social work, anti-oppressive practices, 

feminist theory, ocial ju tice, and community capacity building are followed next. A 

position taken in this study is that there is a gap in child protection research literature and 

that is parents have been excluded as primary creators of knowledge. This social 

exclusion argument is generated after examining the role parents have played in the 

research proce s in the past. This study advocates that parents can and should be 

colleagues in the research process. 

3 



Chapter 3 outlines the methodology and the study design. The chapter 

commences with a cogent argument for interpretive research and details the facilitation 

team recruitment proces . An emphasis on change starting with the research process 

itself is embedded in the di cussion of methodology (Brown & Strega, 2005; Reason, 

1998). The chapter concludes with a summary of the data collection and analy is 

processes. The chapter includes a di cussion about the unanticipated sy temic events that 

influenced the parent recruitment process. There is a great impotiance placed on the 

nature of pa11icipatory research and thi section of the chapter details the length taken to 

ensure the social inclusion of all participants (Reason, 1998). 

Chapter 4 summarizes the findings from the focus group discussions from both 

the parent and professional participants. Interestingly there is a convergence of ideas 

from both participant groups regarding the changes needed in the child protection system. 

Parent participants suggest eleven changes to the child protection system all of which are 

positively received by the professional patiicipants. 

Chapter 5 ynthesizes the findings, the literature review and the ideological 

frameworks of the study. The discus ion chapter concentrates on the implications of 

change at three levels of practice micro (worker), mezzo (organizational) and macro 

(broader society/structural). Details of the study's limitations are found in this chapter. 

Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion about anti-oppressive practice and the 

need for families associated with child welfare to create their own body of research 

knowledge. 
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1.3 The research questions in the Ontario context 

The death offive week old Jordan Heikamp prompted legislative and child 

protection reform initiatives in Ontario. Jordan was born May 18, 1997 in Toronto to a 

young mother who was 19 years of age at the time. Jordan's birth weight was 4 pounds 6 

ounces. Five weeks later he died of chronic starvation in an emaciated tate, weighing 4 

pounds and 2 ounces (Regehr, Bernstein, & Kanani, 2002). There was public outrage at 

the unconscionable notion that a child in Metropolitan Toronto who was known to the 

child protection authorities could die of chronic starvation. A situation such as baby 

Jordan's called into question the professional liability, conduct and credibility of social 

workers. 

On August 21 , 1997 Janet Ecker the Minister responsible for Community and 

Social Services (MCSS) announced a full review of the child protection sy tem would be 

completed (MCSS, 1998). Three independent reports were commissioned: (I) Children's 

Aid Society (CAS) Case Audit Review, (2) Ministry Accountability Review, and (3) the 

Panel of Experts Review (Bala, 1998; MCSS, 1998; OACAS, 1997). Collectively the 

professionals conducting the reviews inve tigated more than 3,000 individual casework 

files for regulation compliance; they spoke to over 350 stakeholders in the sy tem 

(including front-line workers, judges, justices, health and mental health professionals, 

youth in care, foster caregivers and parents) to detern1ine if the legislation wa faulty in 

writing or application, and they met with over 80 representatives from the child welfare 

system to determine how the Ministry could improve its management and monitoring of 

the child protection sy tem (MCSS, 1998). The end results from each of these inquires 

recommended that new legislation be constructed to clearly identify the child as the 
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client, to introduce a standardized ri k assessment model and to create a funding fonnula 

for agencies based on volume of service (MCSS, 1998). 

Child protection refonn became a political agenda of accountability, cost 

effectivene sand standardization (Legislative Assembly, 1998). The Provincial 

Government contended that one of the historic problem with ' soft services' such as 

human service was the inability of agencies such as child protection to measure their 

outcomes cientifically (Legislative Assembly, 1998). The new child protection reform 

era was thus designed to rectify the is ue of service ambiguity. With the new legislation, 

regulations and standard , there would be no misunderstanding that child welfare 

agencies are responsible for the in urance of child safety (CFSA, 2000). Family 

preservation, community capacity building and cultural identity continue to be important 

in child protection work, but are secondary considerations after child safety (CFSA, 

2000). 

Provincially, the government declared its role in child protection in the 

following manner:" ... to fund, legislate and monitor the child welfare system. The 

Ministry sets policy, provides program de igns for child welfare and licen es children ' s 

residential services" (MCYS, n.d. p. 2). Under the new child protection reform the 

Ministry of Community and Social Services assumed complete funding respon ibility for 

child protection ervices (Legislative Assembly, 1998; MCSS, 1998; MCYS, n.d.) 

Discretionary decision making powers about service eligibility, file documentation and 

financial accountability were replaced with standardized operating procedure . In what 

appeared to be rapid time, the provincial child protection service was overhauled and the 
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widely publicized child deaths came to epitomize the nature and definition of child abuse 

work (Waldfogel, 1998). 

Despite refonn initiatives research literature continues to suggest there is evidence 

to suggest a widespread dissatisfaction with the current child protection system in Ontario 

(Barter, 1997 200 I, 2004a, 2004b, 2004c, 2009; Cameron, 2003; CAS W, 2003 ; 

Dumbrill, 2003; McKenzie & Trocme, 2003; OACAS, 2006a; Wharf, 2002) 

The e refonns increased the capacity of the Ontario child welfare sy tern to 

investigate and intervene in families where chi ld abuse and neglect was occuning, 

or was suspected to be occurring, or where it was thought likely to occur in the 

future. However, the refo1111s also inadvertently compromi ed the ability of 

agencies to deliver social work services that protect children in their own 

communities and homes. A focus on forensic investigation and regulating parents 

reduced the system's capacity to use social work methods that bring child 

protection changes in families and communities. Indeed, this shift has been so 

substantial that some now see social work intervention and the development of a 

ca ework relationship with parents as an inessential part of child protection 

practice (Dumbrill, 2005, p.9). 

Evidence ba ed practice, fear of professional recrimination, Euro-Westem cultural 

domination, cuts to social welfare assistance and forensic risk assessment are all factors 

that contribute to the dissonance between the social work value of justice and the cutTent 

chi ld protection services in Ontario (Barter, 2004a, 2005; Cameron, 2003; CASW, 2003 ; 

Hill , 2000; Lawrence, 2004; McKenz ie & Trocme, 2003; Strong-Boag, 2002; Regehr, 
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Bernstein, & Kanani, 2002; Wharf, 2002). Ontario, like Btitain and the United States, 

moved away from a family suppoti and community capacity building model of child 

protection intervention (Batier, 200 I , 2004b; Crosson-Tower, 2002; Fein & Maluccio, 

1992; Waldfogel, 1998) towards a child safety/ bureaucratic model of service (Barter, 

2004a; CASW, 2003 ; Lawrence, 2004; Wharf, 2002). This social policy transformation 

implies that the government made "an important distinction between children in need of 

protection and children in need of service" (Waldfogel , 1998, p.27). The over emphasis 

on the policing a pects of the work reduced the availability of social work suppoti to 

families. As are ult, families are finding they are more likely to be under urveillance 

rather than assisted (Barter, 2004b; Blackstock, 2003; Cameron, 2003; Dumbrill, 2006; 

Peir on, Nelson, & Prilleltensky, 2003; Strega, 2005a; Wharf, 2002). 

Following the full review of child protection announced in 1997 and completed in 

2000 there was the tragic death of Jeffery Baldwin. Jeffrey was two month hy of his 

sixth bitihday when his maternal grandmother called 911 on ovember 30, 2002 to report 

he had stopped breathing. "Emergency crews atTived to find Jeffrey's wa ted body 

covered in sores, bruises and abrasions. The official cause of death was septic shock. He 

weighed 21 pounds, a pound less than he had on his first birthday" (Toronto Star, April 8, 

2006, p. A20). On Jan. 20, 1997 Jeffery Baldwin was born at Toronto ' Doctor's 

Hospital weighing a healthy ten pounds. Jeffrey and his sister were taken from his 

parents due to neglect and placed in the care of their maternal grandmother and her 

partner on April 28, 1998 by the couti and Toronto Catholic Children ' s Aid Oftice 

(Toronto Star, April 8, 2006). The placement of Jeffery with his family appeared to be a 
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natural fit as the grandparents had been awarded cu tody of two of his older siblings in 

1995. 

In late 2000 an intake investigation was conducted by the Toronto Catholic 

Children's Aid Office because Jeffrey had a bruise under his eye. The incident 

was reported as an accident and the file was closed. The incident concerning 

Jeffery's eye injury while it appeared benign at the time, in hindsight was a 

symptom that Jeffery was in trouble. As the investigation into his death unfolded, 

it became clear that Jeffery and his next oldest sister were regularly locked in their 

bedroom at night and the furnace vents in the room were closed. The room also 

served as their bathroom. W11en let out, they were forced to eat meal on a mat by 

the door (Toronto Star, Apri l 8, 2006, p. A20). 

For their part in the atrocities the grandparents were convicted of second degree 

murder and sentenced to life in prison on April 7, 2006 (Toronto Star, April 8, 2006, p. 

A20). A public inquest has been announced to investigate the "Toronto Catholic 

Children's Aid Society's involvement in the child's placement and the role the agency, 

and others, had in monitoring his well-being prior to his death" (Toronto Star, April 8, 

2006, p. A20). 

The death of Jordan and Jeffery sparked a philosophical change in the 

management of child abuse and neglect cases in Ontario. For example Jordan's tory 

was ignificant because it changed one of the guiding principles ofthe legislation in the 

year 2000. Prior to 2000 the purpose of the legislation was to preserve family integrity 

and use the lea t intrusive measures to do so . However, after the panel of expert 
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announced that family preservation strategies compromised the primary protection needs 

of children, the paramount purpose of the legislation was amended to reflect a child 

safety social policy (Bala, 1998). The primary purpose of the Child and Family Services 

Act is "To promote the be t interests, protection and well being of children" (CFSA, 

2006, p. 9). To demonstrate the priority of child safety social policy, the purpose of the 

Act was untouched in the legislation's most recent revisions on ovember 30, 2006. 

Jeffery's situation influenced the regulations regarding the asses ment of kinship 

care atTangements. When the legislation was amended again on November 30, 2006 the 

policies sutTounding placement of children with relatives became far more stringent 

(OACAS, 2006b). Both these stories appear to weigh heavily on the mind of front-line 

socia l workers, middle mangers and social policy makers as the day to day operations of 

child protection work unfold. Both stories provide an understanding of how hi torically, 

social work in chi ld protection has hifted its ideological position between family 

preservation and child safety when applying ocial work principles to child protection 

(OACAS, 2006a). Barter (2003) refers to this binary state as a commitment to either a 

professional/ bureaucratic paradigm or a c lient/community paradigm. 

In Ontario the child protection system can be best described as favouring a 

bureaucratic even an "inquisitorial" (OACAS, 2006a, p.l 0) paradigm. The entrenchment 

of attitudes towards a highl y procedural system is a result of public outcry over several 

high profile tragic chi ld deaths (Regehr, Bernstein, & Kanani, 2002; Toronto Star, Aptil 

8, 2006, p. A20). Liability conscious and "afraid of making fatal etTor , agencies are 

quick to remove children from fami lies rather than engage in casework intervention to 
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reduce risk. In this position the practice principle used is a cavalier application of the 

rule, 'when in doubt take them out' " (OACAS, 2006a, p.l 0). The impact of this over 

intrusive approach towards child protection services has left parent feeling re entful 

about being treated as if they were objects to be inspected (BaJa, 1998; Wharf, 2002). ft 

is not a surprise that in a bureaucratic paradigm, power and thus voice representation is 

weighted in favour of the professionals. "The need and legislated ability for workers to 

sometimes use coercive intervention means that workers and families do not share equal 

amounts of power in their relationship" (OACAS, 2006a, p. 14). This power di crepancy 

i exacerbated when the social control function of child protection is emphasized 

(OACAS, 2006a). 

The entrenchment of procedures, the mandatory use of standardized as essment 

tools, and the focus on compliance effectively deprived social workers of the opportunity 

to develop collaborative working relationships with families. In fact, during this time of 

refonn social workers experienced low job satisfaction, increased rates of burn-out, 

higher rates of employment turnover, and an increase of hiring of individuals with no 

social work background (CASW, 2003 ; Ife, 1997; Mullaly, 2007; OACAS, 2006a, 

OACAS, 2007). lfe ( 1997) has characterized these working conditions as a hostile 

environment for social workers. To put this tumultuous time into perspective ocial 

workers were frightened that they could easily fall victim to criminal charge such as 

their colleague Angie Martin, an intake worker from the Toronto Catholic Children' s Aid 

Society, who was assigned to the Heikamp family. During Ms Martin ' s testimony at the 

trial into the death of Jordan Heikamp he reportedly told "supervisors she and other 

children's aid employees would go home every day praying: 'Please God I hope nothing 
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will be wrong with my case load and with my children.' Then he said emphatically: 'A 

month later f had the death" ("Heikamp's worker testifie ," 2001). Ms Martin's words 

hit home for ocial workers across the province because her experience of frenzied 

practice was common place for many at the time. Tragedies such as child death 

ultimately tran formed the way social workers performed their daily activities and more 

importantly, it changed the way they related to families. The relation hip became tense 

between social workers and parents as the focus on child safety increased. Nurturing the 

worker-parent relationship appeared to be an after thought and only if time permitted. To 

demonstrate the severity of the situation OPSEU/SEFPO, the union that represents 

numerous child protection agencie , launched a social marketing campaign aimed at 

educating the public about the imbalance of priorities between paperwork and people 

work that was occurring in child protection. The powerful advertisement displayed the 

scales of ju tice with the caption paperwork 70% on one side and a second caption people 

work 30% on the other (OACAS, 2006a). The paperwork side of the scale was 

significantly weighted down in compari on to the interpersonal work. A tag line at the 

end of the candid adve11isement read, "If we're not out there, who's protecting the 

children" (OACAS, 2006a, p. 16)? Perhaps one of the most significant unintended 

consequences of the new refo1m was the objectification of the parent-worker relationship. 

Parents unfortunately became the means to achieving an administrative end (CASW, 

2003; OACAS, 2006a). 

Despite the ideological shift experience sugge ts and research confirms (Barter, 

2004a; Cameron, 2003; CASW, 2003; Lawrence, 2004; McKenzie & Trocme, 2003 ; 

Regehr, Bernstein, & Kanani , 2002; Wharf, 2002) that families, ocial workers and 
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scholars find the improved child protection system to be reactive and repressive. The 

social policy of child protection has been accu ed of incensing families (Cameron, 2003), 

al ienating social workers from their professional allegiance to ocial justice (CASW, 

2003), and disintegrating models of prevention programming (Cameron, 2003 ; Wharf, 

2002). 

Clearly an alternative approach is required. This is of particular significance for 

social work, as the primary profession in child protection (Barter, 2003, 2005; CASW, 

2003 ; Dumbrill , 2003; lfe, 1997; OACAS, 2006a; Stoesz, 1997). Child protection a it is 

currently defined in Ontario is considered too narrow in focus. lt restricts social work 

practice to a definition of forensic investigation, ri k assessment, hann prediction and 

codification of parental behaviour (Barter, 2004a; Cameron, 2003; CASW, 2003; 

Dominelli , 2002; Dumbrill, 2003; MCSS, 2000; Pinkerton, 2002; Wharf, 2002). The aim 

of social work practice under this survei llance model of service is to determine the 

taxonomy of abuse and demonstrate that the hann to the child was caused by acts of 

omi sion or commission by the child's caregiver (MCSS, 2000). Critics (Barter, 2004a; 

Cameron, 2003 ; CASW, 2003; Dominelli , 2002; Dumbrill, 2003 ; Pinkerton, 2002; 

Wharf, 2002) of the current system suggest that the definition of child protection should 

be more inclusive of systemic issues that prevent adequate parenting, should be re pectful 

of cultural diversity particularly for First Nations families, should incorporate a collective 

approach to addressing child maltreatment such as community capacity building, and 

should include parents in the decision making process of service. This broader ecological 

definition of chi ld protection resists the temptation of reductionism in understanding the 

complex phenomena of child abuse. 
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The research questions being addressed in this study are an attempt to be 

responsive to this broader eco logical definition and to create opportunities to hear the 

voices of parents and social work practitioners in the fi eld. 

1.4 Social Justice and Participatory Action Research
discussion 

This research study is guided by a commitment to the philo ophical concepts 

associated with social justice and patiic ipatory action research (PAR). It has been argued 

that both of these frameworks are best described as theories, attitudes, stances o r 

perspectives towards research rather than a patiicu lar method of investigation (Campbell , 

2003, 2004; Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Durham, 2002; Freire, 2005; Healy, 200 I; Pain & 

Francis, 2003; Potts & Brown, 2005; Strega, 2005b). The concept of PAR for the 

purpose of this study has been defined to mean the following: ( I ) transforn1ation of social 

order, (2) commitment to social justice, (3) genuine knowledge created through 

collaboration, ( 4) knowledge for the purpose of action, (5) enhancement of ocial work 

practice, (6) challenge of power imbalances, and (7) empowerment of research 

participants (Beresford, 1999, 2003, 2004; Brown & Strega, 2005; Campbell , 2004; 

Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Dum brill , 2003; Gatenby & Humphries, 2000; Healy, 200 I ; 

Kidd & Kral, 2005; Pain & Francis, 2003; Stoecker, 1999; Vander Stoep, Willi ams, 

Jones, Green, & Trupin, 1999). Critic isms of PAR give credence to the argument that it is 

a methodology rather then a specific method of research. PAR is ctitiqued as lacking 

scientific rigor, reliability, and credibility; as being time consuming, as pos ib ly creati ng 

negative consequences regarding con ciousness ra ising; and as falling short of the 

promise of egalitarian power sharing between researcher and pmticipant (Cornwall & 
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Jewkes, 1995; Gatenby & Humphries, 2000; Healy, 200 I ; Kidd & Kral , 2005; Maguire, 

1987; Pain & Franci , 2003; Stoecker, 1999). 

Repeatedly, in my earch to understand this fi-amework, I uncovered the ctiticism 

that PAR projects often appear long on ideology and short on rigorous practice (Cornwall 

& Jewkes, 1995; Gatenby & Humphries, 2000; Healy, 200 I ; Reason, 1998; Stoecker 

1999). As a result of the criticisms about rigorous usages, this tudy has interpreted PAR 

as a macro methodology (Kidd & Kral, 2005). The concepts of participation, 

empowerment and dialogue espoused by PAR have been used to set the boundaries for 

this research study (Kidd & Kral , 2005; Pain & Franci s, 2003). 

Social justice is a ubiquitous term that i threaded through our prote sional 

training and is central in our professional code of ethics (Barter, 2004a; CASW, 2003; 

Lundy, 2004; Shriver, 200 I). In child protection and social work education the 

challenge is to detennine whether social justice is an abstract concept avail able for 

intellectual debates only, or whether it is a di scour e that can be applied to practice 

(Barter, 2004a; Lundy, 2004). Research suggests there is no agreement about the 

definition of social justice. For example the tetm can imply a theory of fairness (Rawls, 

1971 ); alternatively it can be an approach to reaching a state of righteousnes (Lebacqz, 

1986; Reamer, 1993; Sher, 200 I), or it can simply explain injustice as the count rbalance 

to justice (Lotter, 1993). Despite the lack of uniformity regarding the meaning of social 

justice, there appears to be concutTence that the assignment of civil rights and duties is a 

denotation of social justice (Covell & Howe, 200 I ; Lebacqz, 1986; Lotter, 1993 ; Lundy, 

2004; Rawls, 1971 ; Reamer, 1993; Sher, 200 I). For the purpo es of this study, the 
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definition of social justice " is the full participation of everyone in society's major 

in titutions and to the socially supported opportunity for all to develop and exercise their 

inherent capacities" (Mullaly, 20007, p. 282). 

Knowledge creation in this study is not a competition between the academic 

researcher, the parents and the professionals but rather a step toward building a 

partnership based on the premise, "we [all] know some things [no one] knows 

everything; working together we w ill know more" (Maguire, 1987, p. 37). Therefore thi 

tudy represent the collective voices of parents, professionals and of the researcher. The 

assumption in this research is that knowledge of social interaction is created in a 

collaborative manner and to that end it would be contradictory to represent only one 

VOICe. 

An empowerment model of research starts with the researcher examining his/ her 

own personal location (Brown & Strega, 2005; Dalrymple & Burke, 2003; Freire, 2005). 

I reviewed that I was white, middle c las , educated, and female, of British Heri tage and 

worked in child welfare, but I had not unpacked the invisible nature of my privileged 

status as it re lates to the research process (Dominelli , 1997; Mcintosh, 1989; aulnier, 

1996). Most of my characteristics are classic examples of identification with dominant, 

coloniz ing groups in society (Hart, 2002; Mihesuah, 2005; Smith, 2002; Strong-Boag, 

2002). While I had reviewed my po ition, I lacked critical refl ection or act ion about how 

my position of power might interfere with accessing the true voices of parents (Freire, 

2005; Maguire, 1987). I was humbled by identi fying a li vi ng contradiction (Delong, 

Black & Wideman, 2005) in my original effi c ient research propo a l. The contradiction 
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wa a dissonance between an espoused research method of empowem1ent and research 

design. I had written an efficient, clinical proposal in which parent provided a voice on 

a topic but there ended their involvement. The original research proposal would have 

been considered market research aimed at "improving the product [chi lei protection 

services-added] through market testing and customer feedback" (Beresford, 2003 , p. 3). 

It fell sh01i in tenns of altering the distribution of power in the research process and it 

certainly did not consider patiicipants in the decision making process (Beresford, 2003). 

I share my experience in an attempt to be clear about the re earch process. The 

transformation process was a significant step in designing an empowering re earch tudy. 

I had to challenge my beliefs about the positivist research tenets that promote 

professional voice as the expert in scientific knowledge creation (Beresford, 2003; Brown 

& Strega, 2005; Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Freire, 2005; Maguire, 1987; Smith, 2002). 

A significant lesson to be learned in designing a PAR framework for me was the 

acknowledgment that power "can exclude rather than include individuals" (Dalrymple & 

Burke, 2003 , p 8) in the research proces . Ultimately as a researcher I had to become 

comfortable in sharing control in the research process. As a result of this reflective 

process, this study creates an opportunity for parents, professionals and the researcher to 

work together in a collegial way. 

1.5 Summary 

This exploratory study endeavors to fill two identified gaps in the research 

literature: one substantive and the other related to the research process. The sub tantive 

gap to be addressed is the identification of success stories of parents who were previously 

17 



court ordered into ervice and who are now parenting free from child protection 

interference. Secondly, this study wil l also be an addition to the limited number of 

studies that involve parents at a collegial level of patiicipation in the research process 

(Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). The social justice agenda of citizen participation in child 

protection refotm is advanced by heavily involving parents in all aspects of the research 

process. In fact, the study encouraged parents and professionals to reach beyond the 

limits of collaboration and work in a collegial manner to discuss necessary changes in 

Ontario's child protection system. 

I asked an influential leader in child protection the following question, "Do you 

think we can ever move to a collegial model of child protection with families?" The 

answer was "No, because we will always have mandated parents". This study challenges 

child protection's ability to go beyond collaboration and allow parents to have a 

legitimate place in child protection reform. 

The next chapter reviews the literature and sets out the ideological frameworks 

that guide the study. A primary emphasis is based on the requirements for citizen 

participation in child welfare reform, as this appears to an identified gap in child 

protection research. 
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Chapter 2 

2. 1 Literature Review 

"We are no longer j ust the 'patients ', the 'cases ', the diagnostic categories. We come 

claiming the right .for things to be d(fferent ... We come with contributions to make" 

(Beresford, 2004, p. 3). 

Chapter two reviews the literature and sets out the ideological framework that 

guide the study. The chapter begins by contextualizing child protection work in Canada 

with attention to the role of legis lation. A review of the ideological frameworks: power 

in the helping relationship, structural social work, anti-oppressive practice, femini t 

theory, social justice and community capacity building that influence the tudy are 

reviewed. A po ition is argued in this chapter that parents have been excluded as primary 

creato rs of knowledge in child protection research. The social exclusion rationale is 

generated after examining the role parents have played in the research process in the past. 

This study postulates that parents can and should be colleagues in the research process. 

2.1.1 Contextualizing Child Protection Work 

Rates of children in care have risen with reportedly 3 1, 088 children in care 

between April 2004-March 3 1, 2005. The co t of operating the child protection system in 

Ontario has reached a high of $ 1. 165 bil lion doll ars, an increase of 11 5 % since 1998. 

Staffing to support this system has increased by 70% to a record 7,653-fullti me 

equivalents (OACAS, 2004). Conversely sati faction with service ha decreased fo r 

families (Cameron, 2003 ; Dumbrill , 2003), mora le of social work staff ha dimini hed 
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(CASW, 2003), and prevention programs have all but disappeared (Barter, 1997; Wharf, 

2002). In the end there continues to be criticism that this forensic, risk management 

approach to child protection falls hori in realizing ocial justice for families (Barter, 

200 I; Cameron, 2003; Lawrence, 2004; McKenzie & Trocme, 2003; Shari and, 1999; 

Wharf, 2002). 

The child protection system in Ontario is currently struggling and has been 

characterized as being preoccupied with the provision of reactive services (Barter, 2004b; 

Cameron, 2003; McKenzie & Trocme, 2003; Peirson, elson and Prillelten ky, 2003 ; 

Wharf, 2002). Forensic social work practices have prevailed over traditional social 

justice models of empowennent, prevention, and community capacity building 

approaches to child protection (CASW, 2003; Peirson, elson and Prilleltensky, 2003). 

Proponents ofanti-oppres ive social work practices suggest the impact ofthi amended 

child welfare refonn is an inverse relationship between the level of family surveillance 

and the degree of satisfaction with social justice for children. In fact , as risk management 

increases, issues of social justice decrease (Barter, 2004b; Cameron, 2003 ; Lawrence, 

2004; Peir on, Nelson and Prilleltensky, 2003; Sharland, 1999). 

2.2 Canada 's Child Protection Experience 

Child protection issues have been documented in research journals, books and 

dissertations since child welfare legislation was proclaimed in North America in the late 

1890's. 

Chi ldren in distress are not new .... Some famil ies have always been unwilling or 

which has far more been the case, unable to protect their offspring. Over time, 

20 



death and disability, poverty and unemployment, have injured many generat ions 

of children and in the process massively compromised the child-rearing capacities 

of their parent (Strong-Boag, 2002, p. 29). 

Jane Addams (Diliberto, 1999; Lasch, 1965; Levine, 1971; Linn, 2000), J .J. Kelso (Jones 

& Rutman, 1981) and Mary Richmond (Richmond, 1964; Trattner, 1986; Turner, 2002) 

were writing about the exploitations of children and advocating for legislation to protect 

them at the tum of the twentieth century. 

Variou legislative efforts have been undertaken in Canada to address the problem 

of orphaned, abandoned and maltreated children. 

The Orphans Act ( 1799) provided for orphaned children to be indentured. The 

Ontario Industrial Schools Act (1874) attempted to define a neglected child and 

the Children's Protection Act ( 1888) established the princi pie that representatives 

of the state could remove a child from the family if provisions for care were found 

unsuitable (Herrick & Stuart, 2005, p. 53). 

In 1893 the Ontario provincial government passed legislation that emphasized the 

protection of children through the punishment of tho e found guilty of neglecting or 

exploiting children. Children without parents or guardians could be placed in the 

authority of the Children 's Aid Society. More importantly through the Children 's 

Protection Act 1893, authotity was given to the Children's Aid Society and visiting 

committees to apprehend children from allegedly neglectful parent . Children removed 
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from their parents were to be raised in foster care situations aiTanged by the local visiting 

committees (Jones & Rutman, 1981). 

While Canada generally prides itself as a peacekeeping, benevolent nation 

(Strong-Boag, 2002), our philanthropic campaign of child rescue of the late nineteenth 

century can now be considered as oppressive as that of our American or Briti h 

counterparts of the time. According to Dumbrill (2003) and Strong-Boag ( 2002) 

generally white middle to upper class church-minded men and socially conscious women 

sought to produce a better life for underprivileged children The goal of the e privileged 

individuals was to separate victimized children from undeserving parents (Barter, 200 I). 

Child rescue efforts were designed to protect potentially good children from their bad or 

inadequate parents and rear them to become productive citizens through foster care 

(Maluccio, Fein & Olmstead, 1986). While this benevolent approach to childcare had 

honourable intentions, its application was inequitable. ot all maltreated children were 

equally protected (Cook, 1995; Strong-Boag, 2002). 

For Native children, Canada's child rescue campaign has been reframed and 

labelled as child abduction by many Aboriginal peoples. Historically Aboriginal parents 

experienced generations of children being "stolen" from their embrace (Dumbrill ; 2003 ; 

Fournier & Crey, 1997; Gallagher, 2004; Hart, 2002; Hill , 2000). Child r cue initially 

meant being forcibly sent off to residential schools where Aboriginal languages were 

eradicated, their worldviews were demeaned and history was rewritten through the eyes 

of self-righteous ocial refonners (Fournier & Crey, 1997; Hart, 2002; Strong-Boag, 

2002). The purpose of the residential school system wa to intervene early in the life of 
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an Aboriginal child; indoctrinate them to the linear, "civilized", and Euro-Western view 

of the world (Strong-Boag, 2002). Essentially, Aboriginal child welfare represented an 

aggressive assimilation campaign by the government. The sole purpo e of the campaign 

was to annihilate cultural difference (Fournier & Crey, 1997; Hart, 2002; Strong-Boag, 

2002). Aboriginal children were unwitting victims of racism, oppre sive social work 

practices and government sanctioned prejudicial social policies (Fournier & Crey, 1997; 

Gallagher, 2004; Ha1i 2002; Hill , 2000; Strong-Boag, 2002). All ofthese efforts were 

aimed to save destitute children not only from their undeserving parent but also from 

their uncivilized communities (Fournier & Crey, 1997; Hart, 2002). 

Ontario has made some changes, albeit indolently, in tem1s of recognizing the 

imp01iance of Aboriginal culture in child protection policies since residential schools. 

The political disavowal that child protection practices were racist continued into the 

1960's when legislative power over status Aboriginal families was downloaded from the 

Federal government to the province in terms of child protection (Hill, 2000). "A new 

and unhappy era in First Nations child welfare had begun" (Hill , 2000, p. 162) referring 

to the sixties scoop of First Nations children. Euro-Western pol icy makers interpreted the 

cultural discord in child welfare as child protection. However, for Fir t ations families 

it was experienced as child abduction (Black tock, 2003; Hart, 2002; Smith, 2002; 

Strong-Boag, 2002). Aboriginal theory and traditional healing practice reinforce the need 

for social workers in child protection to examine the myopic nature of child afety and 

the devastating impact of racist practices. 
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2.3 Understanding Child Protection Legislation 

Dalrymple and Burke (2003) suggest that social workers who wish to practice 

anti-oppressive principles in a legislative setting have an obligation to under tand the 

nature and purpose of the legislation in order to harness the power of the law (Dalrymple 

& Burke, 2003). Thus, it makes sense for this study to critically explore the nature of 

Ontario ' s child welfare legislation and its implication before con idering any 

recommendations of change. 

with? 

A fundamental question to a k i why do child protection laws exist to begin 

Child protection laws in their best light represent the public's responsibility 

towards children who are inherently powerless as a class. This re ponsibility is 

discharged through an ongoing balancing of the community' s interest in the 

development of a productive citizenry through the proper parenting of children, 

with that ofthe individual's interests, expres ed as the family's right to privacy 

and the freedom of parents to raise their children as they see fit (Wilson & 

Symon , 2004, p. 3.1). 

Philosophically, child protection legislation represents a theme of protecting public 

interest in child rearing over individual parental freedoms (Miller, 2003 ; Reamer, 1993). 

Essentially the law exists to ensure that parents or caregivers provide a minimum 

standard of care for their children (Archard, 2004; Mi ller, 2003; Waldfogel , 1998). 
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In 1985 the C hild and Family Services Act granted Aboriginal families the right 

to "wherever possible offer their own child and family services and that all services to 

Indian and native children and families hould be provided in a manner that recognizes 

their culture, heritage and traditions and the concept of the extended fami ly" (CFSA, 

2000, p.l ). While in principle the legislation provided for service that is culturally 

re pectful , the pathway to fully operationaliz ing thi provision has been unhwTied. 

Some twenty years later, after a culmination of three successive governments and a legal 

battl e fought at the Supreme Court of Canada, Toronto opened its doors to the first off

reserve Native Child and Family Service agency on July 5, 2004 (Richard, 2004). The 

agency offers a broader range of serv ices outside the narrow focus of mainstream ch ild 

protection such as an Early Years Centre, four Abori ginal Head Start programs, extensive 

Native healing program, a Fetal Alcoho l Spectrum Disorder cl inic, transitional housing 

and cul turally sensitive counselling (Richard , 2004). The executive director of the Native 

Child and Family Services Agency suggests, "While we have much to learn, we can 

make signifi cant contributions to a fi e ld looking for alternatives to the forens ic quagmire 

that has characterized child welfare over the past few years" (Richard, 2004, p. l ). 

In less than a decade the Child and Family Serv ices Act (CFSA), which governs 

the work of child protection in Ontatio, has undergone two major legislative transitions. 

In the year 2000 and again in 2006 new legi lation was proclaimed. Unfortunately tragic 

child deaths appeared as a common denominator sparking the legislative reforms. 

It is clear in the preamble of both the 2000 and 2006 Child and Family Services 

Act, that the" ... paramount purpose of the Act is to promote the best interest and well 
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being of children" (CFSA, 2000, S. I (I)). Family preservation, community capacity 

building and uni versal supports to families are to be evaluated in context of what is best 

for the child (Perkins, Steinberg, Lenkinski & James, 2005, S. I (I), §I). The adversarial 

legal environment of child protection has been criticized for subverting clinical 

interventions with families, hence silencing broader di cussions of social justice in favour 

of a criminal approach to ameliorating child abu e (Sharland, 1999). 

The appearance of the judicial proces epitomizes the ethical clash between 

empowem1ent and authority that characterizes child protection work. When the 

assessment of risk meets the legal threshold of intrusion, social workers have the 

authority to initiate a court proceeding. While there may be perceived power imbalances 

in the clinical relationship, once a court action is initiated the power imbalance becomes 

real. 

Where the court tinds that a child is in need of protection and is sati fied that 

intervention through a court order is necessary to protect the child in the future, 

the court can make the following order, in the child's best interests: that the child 

be placed with or retumed to a parent or another person, subject to the supervision 

of the society, for a specified period of at least three and not more than twel ve 

months (Perkins, Steinberg, Lenkinski & James, 2005, S. 57 (I) I). 

It should be noted that in the amended 2000 Chi ld and Family Services Act, case 

precedent was set by Catholic Chi ldren's Aid Society ofToronto v. (2000) which 

ruled, once a chi ld has been dete1mined to be in need of protection " the rights of the 

parent are subjugated to the best interest of the child and the court assume a role much 
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more closely aligned with the historical paren patriae jurisdiction" (Perkins, Steinberg, 

Lenkinski & Jame , 2005, S. 37 § I). The notion that parental rights are suspended in 

favour of the child's best interest is further reinforced by the Children's Aid Society of 

London and Middlesex v. 8 (2000) ruling which stipulated, "once a detem1ination has 

been made that a child is in need of protection, the rights of the parents are subjugated to 

the needs of the child and the court assumes a parens patriae role" (Perkins, Steinberg, 

Lenkinski & James, 2005, S. 57 (8), § I). 

Philosophically the amended legislation is strictly focused on child afety; 

consideration for maintaining the family unit is econdary and sub equent to what is best 

for the child. "This child-centred focus must not be lost at any stage of a protection 

proceeding" (Perkins, Steinberg, Lenkinski & James, 2005, § ! .). The philosophical 

position of subordinating parental rights over children's best interest is ad parture from 

the previous legislation. The fom1er legislation expected least intrusive measures were to 

be exercised and keeping the family together was the priority. ow the least disruptive 

course of action is to be considered only if it is consistent with the best interests, 

protection and well-being of a child (Perkins, Steinberg, Lenkinski & James, 2005, I (I)). 

In Ontario, in addition to child safety, child protection hearings are influenced by 

the concept of permanency planning (Maluccio, Fein, & Olmstead, 1986). Timeframes 

were developed to avoid lengthy delays in the court system which left children in 

jurisdictional limbo, created emotional instability for children, and for Aboriginal 

children, pitted issue of culture against clinical bonding principles (Wil on & Symon 

2004). 
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If the child is under the age of six, twelve months is the longest cumulative period 

of time over a five year span in which the child can be helped by state 

intervention outside her home. If the chi ld is over six years of age the maximum 

longest cumulative period of time over a five year period i 24 month (Wilson 

&Symons, 2004, p. 3.1 03). 

There are damaging examples where chi ldren have spent an exorbitant amount of time 

waiting for their situations to be concluded both pre and post the 2000 child protection 

amendments (Wilson & Symons, 2004). One court judge noted " ... that the accused in 

criminal proceedings has R. v. Askov [ruling added] to ensure an expeditious hearing is it 

too much to ask that chi ldren share the same right in protection hearings" (Wil on 

&Symons, 2004, p. 3. 1 05). The significance of the Askov ruling is monumental in the 

criminal justice ystem in terms of human rights. According to the Canadian Charter of 

Rights and Freedoms the accused is to be tried within a reasonable time. The Askov 

ruling established what a reasonable length of time is for a matter to reach conclusion 

(Wikipedia, 2006). Chi ldren under the same Chmter of Rights do not appear to have the 

same protection for a speedy resolution to fami ly court matters despi te the specific 

designated timeframes. 

Aboriginal fami lies have a unique status within the Act. 

Many lobby groups have made the argument that Societies throughout Canada 

have shown onl y minimal recognition of the distinct culture, mores and problems 

of the native community in delivering services to the family, in as es ing whether 
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to remove the chi ld from the fami ly and in providing placement (Wilson & 

Symons, 2004, p. 3. 1 07.18). 

Aboriginal families are entitled to services that are respectful of their culture, tradition 

and heritage. However even this declaration is a secondary condition to the paramount 

purpose of the Act which is child safety (Perkins, Steinberg, Lenkin ki & James, 2005; 

Wilson & Symons, 2004). 

In order to research the area of legally mandated service it is prudent to 

understand the mechani ms by which the power of the court is wielded and under what 

conditions. At this time it is clear that chi ld safety is the first consideration of child 

protection services. "Anti-oppressive practice, then, means recognizing the power 

imbalances and working towards the promotion of change to red res the balance of power 

[between the parent and the judicial system]" (Dalrymple & Burke, 2003, p.l5). There 

appears to be a research gap in hearing specifically from those parents who have had their 

rights suspended by the courts but are now raising their chi ldren as full citizens without 

state interference when it comes to chi ld protection ref01m. 

2.4 Ideological Frameworks 

2.4.1 Power: Theoretical and Contextual Considerations 

To understand the nature of power in social work it is w01ihwhile expl01ing the 

role and image of the profession. A question to ask is what is the nature of social work? 

What is thi craft that gives away taxpayer money to the morally unfit and 

socially deviant and performs act of pious healing to the grieving and troubled? 
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That 'counsels' the confused and baldy infom1ed and in its role of 'mental health 

profess ional' , treats those who are mentall y ill and emotionally d isturbed? What 

is this social institution of modem America that sometimes cannot easily be to ld 

apart from the po lice (who more and more are said to re emble ocial workers), 

that cannot be to ld apart from the various brands of 'shrinks' (who fear to 

resemble social workers), that cannot be readily told apati from friends, 

neighbours and the talk show hosts and their guest experts who are pitchmen fo r 

therapeutics ( Epstein, 1999, p. 7)? 

Social work is often described by its activities and populations that it typically works 

wi th. Frequently the acti vities of social work describe compassionate actions taken on 

beha lf of marginalized or destitute individuals. 

Infrequent is the discussion of the thin edge of the benevolent wedge which is 

control, power and manipulation of populations. Even as there earcher fo r thi 

partic ipatory study I had to struggle with the concept of power and whether or not it can 

be shared with parents through the proposition of engagement. In the present culture of 

socia l work one could argue we have worked hard at disgui ing the presence of power in 

our working re lationships a lmost making it invisible. Epstein ( 1999) articulates a unique 

perspecti ve of the masking of power as almost a cornerstone of the social work 

profession. The fo llowing description of professional power is captivating and I wa 

jolted by its candour, " In social work noninfluential influencing is its communicative ati , 

its speciality. It has evolved complex rationales and methods for appearing to sew 

together influencing and not influenc ing, without the seams showing too much" (Epstein, 

1999, p. 8). Ep te in 's (1 999) argument about power helps to contextualize why we can 
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not alway recognize when we are exercising power over parents (Dumbrill, 2003). The 

point here is that social workers can easily conflate authority with empowerment without 

consciously knowing it because our training has labelled our experience as engagement. 

This double speak (Epstein, 1999) about the concept of power is perhaps a reason why 

professionals have misjudged the forceful impact their presence ha on familie . 

How can ocial workers be so desensitized about the influence of power in the 

helping relationship? Foucault's (1977; Moffatt, 1999) definition of power lends 

additional understanding about the blinding impact of auth01ity in child protection work. 

Power for Foucault is simply "a certain type of relation between individuals .... and that 

every relationship is a relationship of power" (Moffatt, 1999, p. 22 1 ). Social workers 

practicing in child protection may not candidly consider that every social interaction is a · 

deployment of power. However, for the parents and extended families receiving child 

protection ervice the li ved experience of power is a clear reality in every exchange, 

whether it is power over or power with them (Dale, 2004; Dumbrill, 2003, 2006; Strega, 

2007; Thorpe, 2007) . 

Strega (2007) adds to the argument that the helping process in child protection is 

ba eel on a ruling relationship. Profe ionals need to acknowledge that per onal power, 

professional power, and statutory power influence how the interactions between social 

workers and a family unfolds. [t is clear that social workers may overuse their statutory 

powers out of fear for what might happen to a child. Conversely, professionals may 

underutilize their knowledge about resources because they have as essed a parent to be 

uncle erving (Strega, 2007). Despite the reasoning for use of power over or power with 

families the onus for developing a po itive helping relationship in chi ld protection is tlrst 
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and foremo t the responsibility of the ocial worker (Strega, 2007). Child protection 

work offers some unique challenges to the anti-oppressive practitioner however it can be 

done by: listening to the other person's perspective, place an emphasis on under tanding 

the parent's perspective and taking more time to include a parent in the decision that 

effect their children (Strega, 2007). 

Thorpe (2007) considers the ironic nature of power in the helping relationship by 

suggesting that social workers can become incensed by threats from parents, yet are 

oblivious to the threats they make on behalf of the organization. For example a frequent 

impasse facing parents occurs when they are given the option to sign a voluntary 

temporary care agreement or force the issue and appear in court. In this sited dilemma 

the adage of where you stand is what you see. In this case social workers would 

generally consider they have given parents option to choose and a en e of 

empowem1ent. However parents experience this adverse position as an exertion of 

draconian power on part of the worker (Thorpe, 2007). Parents have also expressed fear, 

intimidation, and trauma during these situations (Dale, 2004; Dumbrill, 2003, 2006; 

Thorpe, 2007). 

Moffatt goes on to argue that social workers may be hesitant to examine the 

individual fiefdoms of power "because to do so may uncover matters that are morally 

unbearable" (Moffatt, 1999 p. 219). This statement reflects the findings of the parent 

pa1iicipants and to a smaller extent the professionals in the study. Both groups of 

participants in the cuiTent study and others (Dale, 2004) allude to the notion that the 

decisions made about a family situation are highly dependent on the philosophy of the 

individual social worker a signed to the situation (Dale, 2004). The implication of power 
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for social work practice according to Foucault ( 1977) is astoni hing. Social workers at an 

individual level control the access to service that influence the health and well-being of 

families, children and communities (Moffatt, 1999; Thorpe, 2007). A family's plight is 

analyzed through a screening lens to ascertain whether or not they qualify as a legitimate 

'case' to be opened initially and during every helping interaction between the person and 

the social worker (Moffatt, 1999). Even the most engaging social worker in child welfare 

must examine the role of power and the particular social location he/she bring to the 

exchange on a daily basis, to detennine if they have exeiied power over or with or a 

parent (Dumbrill, 2003). 

Subtleties of practice such as shifting the emphasis from public responsibility to 

private personal responsibility for addressing need (Moffat, 1999; Thorpe, 2007) also 

contributes to the invisibility of power. With the shift from government ownership for 

social well-being to the individual, it is easier to control the wrong doers, such as 

neglectful parents, through a decentralized power base. Foucault has captured this 

political decentralization of power from the government to its agency repre entatives as a 

way of becoming more efficient and less wasteful (Moffatt, 1999). The concept of 

surveillance is embedded in the new distribution of power. 

The reforn1s allowed for power to operate 'everywhere in a continuous way.' 

Power was reananged so that it became constant, regular, and very specific in its 

effect. This new form of power was advantageous because it could be induced at 

the smallest element of the social body-at the point of microinterventions 

(Moffatt, 1999, p. 221 ). 
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The current climate of risk aversion in child protection lends itself to the objecti fication 

and surveillance strikingly similar to that which Foucaul t speaks about (Moffat, 1999; 

Thorpe, 2007; Wharf, 2002). 

2.4.2 Structural Social Work 

Social work has historica lly contended with the ten ion between helping the individual 

and fighting for global social justice. To come to a ingle understanding of structural 

socia l work one runs the risk of reductionism of a complex situation. However it is fa ir 

to acknowledge, 

The goal of structural socia l work is not simply to compensate and care fo r 

victims of oppression. It is to transfo rm the enti re conste llation of oppre sive 

rules, processes and practices. Only a theory of social justi ce that has oppression 

as its centra l concern can accommodate this goal (Mullaly, 2007, p.284). 

Mullaly ( 1997, 2002, 2007) reinforces that structural social work is not only about 

individuals who have been marginalized but rather the need to challenge the tructures 

that c reate the unequal situations in the first place. For ch ild protection thi s means that 

workers need to be empathetic to the situations that bring fami lies to our front door. 

However, a progressive practitioner takes on the responsibility to confront the broader 

barri ers that contribute to child maltreatment. 

To put this debate into structural context, the question to cons ider is ho uld social 

workers act as social control agents maintaining the status quo, or should they act as 

advocates for broader ocial issues the influence the dail y li fe of margina lized 

populations (Mullaly, 2007)? Is it an illusion to think we can do both? 
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It is important to emphasize that social work has consistently been defined a a 

normative activity. It does not simply do what political leaders and managers tell 

it to do, but rather it works towards a better society, defined in its own terms. It is 

thus more than a technical activity, and is out of place in an environment of 

increa ing bureaucratic and managerial control, where 'accountability' is defined 

as an account-abi lity to management rather than accountability to the community 

or the consumer. The cwTent environment of practice does not readily allow for 

the kind of dissent, creativity and seeking of alternatives which are a natural 

consequence of social work's primary commitment to [its] value po ition 

(Mullaly, 2007 p. 24). 

Given social work's precarious position between its professional statute and the values of 

its mission how should it resolve this ethical dilemma? This is a crucial question to 

consider for all who are associated with chi ld welfare. 

Chi ld protection work is a classic example of how these tensions between 

professional accountabi lity, social policy, core values, differences in lived experiences 

and social location get played out on a daily basis. The focus on standards, rules, and 

procedures has prevented social workers from addressing the global is ue such as 

poverty, homelessness, discrimination, isolation and addictions that are rooted in the 

ituations of child maltreatment (Barter, 2009; Wharf, 2002). Indeed the call to action in 

chall enging structural oppression is a purposeful, active and visceral pursuit made by the 

individual social worker and organizations (Mullaly, 2007; Swan, 2009). Social workers 

do not have to stand alone in this struggle they can encourage parents, social policy 

makers, child protection organizations and the community to become social advocates 
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and stand together on issues of injustice (Strega, 2007). In fact, it is unrealistic to expect 

individual social worker to challenge internal and external structural baiTiers to adequate 

parenting without the support of the senior leadership of a child protection agency (Swan, 

2009). 

2.4.3 Feminist Theory: Social Responsibility for Care 

Repeatedly the argument is made that social work practice needs to be closely 

linked to theory (Howe, 1987; Payne, 2005; Turner, 1996). The logic behind this 

argument is that social work theory explains why social workers take certain action ; it i 

used as a guide in making clinical decisions, and it allows social workers to view a 

problem from different per pectives (Howe, 1987; Payne, 2005). It is easy to 

understand how social work practice becomes a complex phenomenon after examining 

the numerous theories and the ways in which they dichotomize or synthesise child 

protection service. Each ideology presents a world view that justifie social work 

decision regarding child safety, family support, public spending, and social policy. 

Feminist theory is part of a larger philosophical perspective of empowerment and 

social justice designed to redistribute power. It is considered a social change theory 

either at the case level or broader social context, cause level (Payne, 2005). It is a theory 

that addresses, respond to and explain a particular !:,rroup in society, namely women 

(Kimberley & Osmond, 2009; Payne, 2005; Saulnier, 1996). Several area of feminist 

practice have been identified such as: women's working conditions, women-centered 

practice, women's voice, working with diversity, and women and child care practices 

(Gi ll igan, 200 I; Payne, 2005 ; Scourfield, 200 I ; Saulnier, 1996; Swan, 1994; Swift, 
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1998). This section specifically addresses how the issue of care in child protection has 

been and is a women's issue both in tenns of social work staff and individual who 

receive service (Payne, 2005; Tronto, 1994). Child protection service generally is an 

activity can·ied out mainly by women with women (Payne, 2005; Scourtield, 200 1· Swan, 

1994). This i not to sugge t that all social work in child protection is gendered but that 

de pite the advances in feminist theory, most of there ponsibility for child safety 

disproportionately rests on the social construction of mothering (Payne, 2005; ScoUI·field, 

200 I; Strega, 2005a; Swan, 1994; Swift, 1998). 

The argument contained in this section uggests that child protection services 

perpetuate the patriarchal notion that child safety and the creation of a caring society is 

dependent on women' morality (Baines, Evans, & Neysmith, 1998; Nixon, 2002; 

Scourfield, 200 I; Swift, 1998; Tronto, 1994). The strategy of delegating child care and 

protection to women becau e they are more moral than men dive1ts attention from the 

social issues of oppression, unemployment, racism, and violence that prevent social 

justice for women and children (Baines, Evans, & Neysmith, 1998; ixon, 2002; 

Scourfield, 200 I; Swift, 1998; Tronto, 1994 ). In fact, Tronto ( 1994) would argue that 

understanding child protection as a women's morality issue is a political ploy to deflect 

from the social responsibility of addressing the root causes of child abuse. Thi prevalent 

ideology ofwomen's morality being the standard of a fair and just society ha been 

crippling to mothers. Constructing child protection as primarily a mothering issue 

depoliticises the nature of the child abuse and stands in contrast to the ocial change 

philosophy of feminist theory ( ixon, 2002; Scow·field , 200 1; Strega, 2005a; Swan, 

1994; Swift, 1998; Tronto, 1994). Generally women are responsible for protecting 
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children against harmful or neglectful partners, and for making choices about whether to 

protect children or stay with a mate. Women are not expected to perpetrate act of abuse 

on children (Nixon, 2002; Scourfield, 200 1). If a woman fails to meet the morality 

standards of social policy the cost of government intrusion is generally higher for them 

than for men (Nixon, 2002; ScoUI·field, 200 I; Tronto, 1994). 

What then is the solution? Researchers (Barter, 1997, 200 I; Cameron, 2003; 

ixon, 2002; Wharf, 2002) suggest that the child protection sy tem in Canada has failed 

to protect children by ignoring the structural barriers that contribute to chi ld abuse. One 

proposed solution is an increase of community based services that address the following: 

(a) the invisibi lity of male perpetrators in women abuse issues ( ixon, 2002; Strega 

2005a), (b) the lack of structural supports for adeq uate housing and employment; (c) the 

inclusion of parents in the decision making regarding their children (Barter, 2004b; 

Cameron, 2003: Dumbrill, 2003), (d) the lack of universal and targeted parenting 

programs; (e) a tocus on collaboration with community partners, (f) the provision of 

funding to supp01i programming adequately, and (g) the recognition that children can be 

maltreated through inadequate social policies (Barter, 1997, 200 I, 2004b; Cameron, 2003 

Coffey, 2005; Dumbtill, 2003; ixon, 2002; Wharf, 2002). It is also suggested that 

social workers examine the gender neutral language of child protection practices as this 

contributes to the minimization of power issues that exist in child abuse (Nixon, 2002; 

Swan, 1994). 

Femini t research does not deny the complexities of child abuse issue nor that 

personal accountability must exist for both women and men. Instead, the feminist 
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critique SUITounding child protection services critically analyzes the over representation 

of women as individual bearers of what should be a political, collective and social 

responsibility for chi ld safety (Nixon, 2002; Scourfield, 200 I ; Swan, 1994; Swift, 1998; 

Tronto, 1994). The social work profession from a feminist position is left grappling with 

the paradox of how "good protection of chi ldren also includes good protection for 

mothers" ( ixon, 2002, p. 80). 

2.4.4 Anti- Oppressive Social Work Practice 

"Rather than being seen as one 'practice approach' , anti-oppressive ocial work 

can be more accurately understood as a stance or perspective toward practice. The tem1 

'anti-oppre sive ocial work' represents the cuiTent nomenclature for a range of theories 

and practices that embrace a social justice perspective" (Campbell , 2004, p.2). Social 

workers adopting an anti-oppressive approach towards practice are not content with 

accepting social injustices such as homelessness, child abuse, racism, or ageism as 

rightful policies. "They struggle to provide services in a humane and profes ional fashion 

in work contexts that may not supp011 their professional and personal ethics and values" 

(Campbell, 2004. p.2). For the purposes of this cuiTent study, anti-oppressive practice is 

thus understood as a process of empowerment (Adams, 2003), 

... The means by which individuals, groups and/or communities become able to 

take control of their circumstances and achieve their own goals, thereby being 

able to work towards helping themselves and others to maximize the quality of 

their lives (Adams, 2003, p. 8). 
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Anti-oppressive practices are aligned with femini t theories (Saulnier, 1996; Strega, 

2005a) in that they link personal issues to public concerns (Campbell , 2004; Dominelli, 

2004; Potts & Brown, 2005; Strega, 2005b ). 

Feminist researchers (Potts & Brown, 2005; Strega, 2005b) pu h the agenda of 

anti-oppressive practice one step further and suggest a link between practice and 

research. These authors argue that the research process itself can be an intervention 

strategy for social change, not simply an outcome dependent product. Creating equality, 

promoting social justice, challenging power diffl rentials, and seeking change through the 

research process begins by acknowledging the social location of the inquirer (Dalrymple 

& Burke, 2003; Potts & Brown, 2005; Smith, 2002; Strega, 2005b). Re earchers using 

anti-oppressive research principles are forced to confront issues of privilege if they are to 

make room for voice, collaboration, and representation of marginalized individuals 

(Brown and Strega, 2005 ; Dalrymple & Burke, 2003). Understanding and 

acknowledging for example that ''white people benefit from racism, men benefi t from 

sexism, and straight people from heterosexism even if they do not agree with it" 

(Saulnier, 1996, p.S) is a crucial component of anti-oppressive research . Exploring our 

own positions as social workers and re earchers addresses stmctural inequities that might 

be created as a result of an inquiry (Dalrymple & Burke, 2003). 

Using the argument of participant empowerment (Potts & Brown, 2005; Strega, 

2005b), this study creates an opportunity for parents to share their experiences and 

provide feedback in order to faci litate change. Anti-oppressive research principles tend 

to conflict with tenets of positivist inquiry that suggest research is not designed to 
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empower, help or change the participant but rather to develop a model, test a theory or do 

both (Wengraf, 2004). 

How relevant is anti-oppressive practice in child welfare? Can the values of 

equity, inclusion, empowem1ent, and community (Campbell , 2004) be used in an 

adversarial environment such as the Ontario child protection system? The research 

concerning anti-oppressive practice in child protection has generally focused on the 

voices of individual recipients of service. Canadian studies Strega by (2005a), Cameron 

(2003) and Dumbrill (2003) have coll ected qualitative data from interview with parents 

as a means of educating social workers, policy makers, and academic about the need to 

include parents in child protection reform. Dumbrill (2003) suggests that child welfare is 

the nemesis of equity, inclusion, empowerment and community practices, and insinuates 

that chi ld protection services cunently perpetuate the social injustices along the lines of 

racism, sexism, and class ism. The outcome of such a power dominated sy tem i that 

disadvantaged individuals are continually marginalized. Dumbrill' (2003) research with 

users of ch ild protection services and that of Cameron's (2003) sugge t that ocial work 

needs to renegotiate its relationship with individual fami lies and listen to what they ay 

about the service. This empowennent position is also consistent with child protection 

research findings that suggest families' know best about what is needed to improve their 

conditions (Cameron 2003; Dumbrill, 2003 , 2005 ; Dumbrill & Maiter, 2004; Thoma , 

2005). It is timely then to hear from parents who have expe1ienced the amended child 

protection system. Giving a collective voice to parents contributes to an alternative 

approach of social work practice that challenges systemic barriers to adequate parenting 

such as such as racism, sexism, ageism, poverty, homelessness, and inadequate access to 
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support services (Barter, 2003, 2004a; Covell & Howe, 200 I; Dominelli , 2002; Dumbrill, 

2003; Mullaly, 2002; Payne, 2005; Pinkerton, 2002). 

2.4.5 Social Justice 

Thus to concretize social justice theory into a working model for this current 

study, the United Nations (UN) Convention on the Rights of Children is drawn upon as it 

symbolizes the international standard of human rights or full citizen participation for 

child protection service. The holistic nature of the UN Convention is congruent with this 

study's philosophical conception of child protection which is the right to full participation 

by parents in child protection service (Barter, 2003 ; Cameron, 2003 ; Covell & Howe, 

200 1; ffe, 1997; Kimberley & Osmond, 2009; Thorpe, 2007). Four at1icles from the UN 

Convention have been used to demonstrate the study's philosophical perspective on 

social justice for children and parents. 

Parents As Primary Caregivers: Article ( 18) recognizes that both parents of a 

chi ld have a responsibility to act as primary caregivers and as such are entitled to support 

to fulfill their obligations, inclusive a_( prevention services. Protection from Harm: 

Article ( 19) states children have the right to be protected from all forms of harm, 

maltreatment or exploitation; should this not occur then juridical intervention is 

warranted. Recognition of Culture: Article (30) recognizes the importance of cultural 

heritage, language, community, collective family compositions, and is clear in the 

statement that a child shall not be denied these connections. Entitlement to Support 

Services: Finally, Article (39) goes on to state that children are entitled to services that 

promote psychological, social and physical health, and well ness as a result of trauma or 
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exploitation (Lundy, 2004). This study includes not only the condition of child afety as 

a social justice definition of child protection but also the necessary involvement of 

parents in the change process, the importance of culture in child protection services and 

the entitlement to support ervices. 

While the Convention is not perfect and has suffered the criticism of being 

westernized in its conceptualization of childhood (Dominelli, 2004; Pupavac, 1998 in 

Steiner & Alston, 2000), it has also been hailed as; 

a tool for advocates to help bring about changes in legislation and in the 

implementation of programs for children. The convention provides a framework 

again t which we can measure governmental policies for children, policies that 

are currently scattered among many agencies and levels of government with no 

coordination (Kilbourne, 1999 in Steiner & Alston, 2000, p.5l9). 

The United ations Convention on the Rights of children is the yard stick against which 

Ontario's child protection practice can be measured . The Convention is in keeping wi th a 

proposed holi stic alternative system of protection to the cunent foren ic legislation 

(Barter, 2003; Cameron, 2003; lfe, 1997). 

In child protection it is becoming increasingly more difficult to fulfill the 

professional responsibility of promoting social justice due to concerns for li tigation, 

increasing workload demands, and an unsympathetic private sector (Barter, 2004a; 

CAS W, 2003; Lundy, 2004). Social workers in the cunent provincial child protection 

system often find themselves caught between balancing profe ional allegiance to the 
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principles of social justice and fulfilling an employment mandate of policing (CASW, 

2003; Kanani , Regehr & Bernstein, 2002). 

2.4.6 Community Capacity Building Approach to Child 
Protection Services 

To criticize the cunent system of chi ld protection as over intru iv , contentiou 

and forensic, sugge ts there were times when the y tern was less so. This current study 

argues that the era of community capacity building during the earl y 1990' (Barter, 200 I ; 

Wharf, 2002) wa such a time in Ontario. More specifica lly, the community capacity 

building approach hi ghlighted the place of social j u tice and ocial inclu i n of parents 

involved in child protection services 1• Increasingly scholars, practit ioners and social 

policy makers have come to understand that mo t parents coming to the attention of the 

chi ld welfa r authoritie are not going to ham1 their children seriously ( ameron, 2003). 

It was recognized that they were instead trying to do what is best for them and their 

children, de pite in urmo untable odd , the like of which mo t ocial worker could not 

comprehend (Cameron, 2003). Stereotypical portraits of parents who were lazy, 

incompetent, unmotivated, anti-social, and immoral had been replaced by empathic 

images of individuals who legitimately cared fo r their children (Cameron, 2003 ; 

Dumbrill, 2003; Maluccio, Fein, Olm tead, 19 6; Strega, 2005b). 

1 
It is important to recognize that this a nalys is is based nn the precepts of o rth rncrican researchers 

regard ing a Western and predominately hristian view o f' chi ld safety (Payne. 2005: T urner. 1996). Child protection, 
as it has been argued here. is a soc ia lly constructed concept (Payne, 2005). Theret(>re in a diftcrcnt culture. \\ ith 
di' erse traditions and relig ious pmctices. this particular ana lysis may be challenged. 
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Community capacity building i an o rientation towards social work practice that 

moves the profession beyond the rhetoric of cla iming children are our greate t resource 

(Barter, 1997, 200 I, 2009). In this approach to service, social workers identify 

obstructions such as poverty, homele sness, oppression, unemployment, and racism as 

impediments to appropriate parenting (Barter, 2004b; Waldfoge l, 1998). This o rientation 

promotes the need for collaboration between famili es, professionals and the community 

to protect children from parental , social, economic, and poli tical abuses (Barter, 200 I ; 

Cameron, 2003). The community is seen as the primary target fo r change. There is an 

assumption in the community capacity building paradi gm that the locus of control does 

not sole ly rest with the professionals. Instead, parents are seen as mutual coll aborators in 

the social change process along side social workers, infom1al support network , and other 

key stakeholders (Barter, 200 I, 2004b, 2009; Cameron, 2003; Crosson-Tower, 2002; Lee, 

1999; Mullaly, 2002). Adopting a community capacity building approach to child 

protection ensures that barriers to adequate parenting are attended to on an individual, 

organizational, and political level (Barter, 200 I ; Waldfogel, 1998). There is also a 

presumption in this strength based framework that ameliorating child abuse is a collective 

activity, not solely a respon ibili ty to be shouldered by the chi ld welfare authorities 

(Barter, 2004b; Cameron, 2003; Kufe ldt & McKenzie, 2003; Wharf, 2002). 

For some researchers (Barter, 1997, 200 I; Cameron, 2003; Heti zman, 2004; 

McCain & Mustard, 2002; Wharf: 2002) there is a natural link between early intervention 

strategies and community capacity building frameworks in child protection. Repeated ly 

research has demonstrated that an earl y investment in the li ves of children and famil ies 

reduces the use of mental health services in later li fe, increases rates of school success, 
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increases the chances of income earning potential, and improves positive parenting 

patterns (Bmier, 2004b; Benoit, 2000; Cameron, 2003; Coffey, 2005; Dodge, 2003; 

Hertzman, 2004; McCain & Mustard, 2002). On the other hand, children who are 

identified to the child welfare system have higher stress levels, more risk, and increased 

diagnoses of attention deficit or conduct disorder (Sims, 2003). A for the parents, they 

face risks of homelessness, poverty, domestic violence addictions, and mental health 

impainnents (Sims, 2003; Waldfogel , 1998). Knowing that families do and will face 

devastating circumstances, we can intervene early to reduce the risk of child 

maltreatment by applying the p1inciples of empowerment in the community capacity 

building framework (Gallagher, 2004). Con ider the effectiveness of a child welfare 

agency that is given legitimacy and funding for prevention services or better yet universal 

promotion programs (Coffey, 2005; Dodge, 2003; Prilleltensky, Peirson, & Nelson, 

200 I), in tead of olely applying reactive and often temporary solutions to disintegrating 

families. I would uggest that community capacity building is indeed anti-oppressive 

social work practice. 

The question of course is, can anti-oppressive principles be applied to child 

protection to create a framework that simultaneously meets the need ofthe individual 

and the collective; protects children from harm and empowers parents; promotes ocial 

justice and is socially controlling; and finally, provides a framework that financiall y 

sustains both targeted and universal supp01i programs? Researchers (Bmier, 200 I; 

Cameron, 2003; CASW, 2003; Dumbrill , 2003; Strega, 2005b; Wharf, 2002) arguing that 

it is possible and advocating for an anti-oppressive alternative system of Canadian child 

protection suggest the following elements are necessary for succes : 
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;..... Collaboration with infotmal and formal stakeholders in the community 
:;... Parental involvement in the lives of their children 
;;.... Parental participation in micro, mezzo and macro service delivery decisions 
,.. Resiliency models of intervention 
-, High levels of family contact 
;..... Structural social work 
,.. General and specialized support services 
)..- Community based practice 
;..... Traditional healing/cultural practices 
,.. Advocacy for prevention to be a legitimate intervention in child welfare. 

E sentially promoters of anti-oppressive social work practice and community capacity 

building in child welfare are looking at ecological and social justice models of change. 

This dual approach to po itive child protection acknowledges the interconnectedness 

between individuals, families, communities, social work theory, and social policies 

(Peirson, elson, Prilleltensky, 2003). 

The future of child protection in Ontario i precanous. Re earchers, academics 

and practitioners are calling for an alternative model of child safety based on community 

capacity building ptinciples while social policy makers continue to be entrenched in 

danger profiling (Barter, 200 I, 2009; Cameron, 2003; Dumbrill, 2003; Lawrence, 2004; 

McKenzie & Trocme, 2003; Sharland, 1999; Wharf, 2002). To help under tand why a 

broadly accepted social work practice in child welfare diminished it is helpful to 

appreciate that in such a model, 

When the pendulum is fully extended toward family pre ervation, working "with" 

families and maintaining children in their own homes takes precedence over child 

safety. Work in this phase is marked by a reticence to remove children from their 

homes and avoidable child deaths may result. Public outcry over child deaths 

(Bloom-Cooper, 1985; Coyle, 200 I; Gelles, 1996; Gave, 1995; Ontario 
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Association of Children's Aid Societies & The Office of the Chief Coroner of 

Ontario, 1997; Sanders et al. , 1999; Tesher, 200 I) create a momentum that 

pushes the direction of chi ld safety and eventually this focus on afety narrows to 

the extent that intervention become inqui itorial (OACAS, 2006a, p. 27). 

[n addition there were cut backs in social assi tance funding (BaJa, 1998). ow statT and 

families are facing social policy statements that are fear based and increasingly socially 

controlling (Wharf, 2002). 

In Ontario the child protection research literature demonstrates a move and a need 

towards a more ociall y inclusive, broadly defined system of care that is respectful of 

families, builds on community strengths, maintains cultural integrity, and is a 

collaborative approach to child protection (Barter, 200 1; Cameron, 2003 ; Dumbrill , 2003 ; 

Kufe ldt & McKenzie, 2003; Lawrence, 2004; McKenzie & Trocme, 2003; OACAS, 

2006a; Sharland, 1999; Wharf, 2002). 

2.5 Parental Involvement in Child Protection Research 

Cornwall and Jewkes ( 1995) ask " if a ll research involves participation, what 

makes research participatory" (p. 1668)? Participation has rapidly become a catchall 

concept in research and even a cliche (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). T he aim of this 

literature review is to investigate the degree to which at ri sk parents have been engaged in 

the chi ld protection research process. Within the research process there are pivotal 

decis ions in which participants can be involved such as: defining the research que tion, 

designing the research method, implementing the research design, analyzing the research 

data, reporting the research results, and acting on the research resul ts (Stoecker, 1999). 
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The argument made here is that the more involvement participants have in the process, 

the more potential there is to exercise power over how their situations will change 

(Adams, 2003; Beresford, 1999, 2003; Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Frei re, 2005). This 

review is concerned with evaluating the scope of power that parents have in the research 

process. 

' 'Slowly and often painfully conventional researchers are coming to realize that 

working with the poor and voiceless i more rewarding than working on them" (Cornwall 

& Jewkes, 1995, p. l674). The framework used to cri tique the range of parental power in 

child protection tudies comes from participatory research (Biggs in Cornwall & Jewkes, 

1995). " Rather than defining models of action this typology suggests the extent of 

parti cipation and control" (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p. 1669) individuals have in the 

process. The range of participant inclusion has been defined by four de criptors: 

contractual, consultati ve, collaborative, and collegiate. Each of the four descriptors 

defines a role for the patticipant and a corresponding level of power in the research 

process. The shallowest level of participation is contractual. Partici pants in a contractual 

level of engagement are expected solely to take in the inquiries or experiments. 

Individuals involved at this level have no ro le in the research proces other than as 

subjects. Moving toward a minimal level of participant involvement is con ultative 

partic ipation. Here researchers ask individuals fo r opinions before intervention are 

made. This level of engagement continues to be researcher driven and part icipants are 

engaged in the final stage of research . Next is collaborati ve pa1t icipation, which is 

defi ned as researchers and local people, working together; however, the projects are 

ini tiated and managed by researchers . Finall y, at the deepest level of involvement is 
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collegiate participation. The concept of collegial research is defined a , " re earcher and 

local people working together as colleagues with different skills to offer, in a proce s of 

mutual learning where local people have control over the process" (Cornwall & Jewkes, 

1995, p.l 669). In thi s stage, all aspects of the research from the initial research question 

to the final product and finding dissemination would involve participant input. It is not 

often that research participants are treated as colleagues and it is a difficult level to attain 

(Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). What fo llows next is a critical analysis of child protection 

studies to detennine the locus of control parents have had in the research process 

(Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). 

2.5.1 Parents as Contractual Participants 

There is limited involvement by pat1i cipants in contractual studies. Often parents 

in this category of engagement only serve as a specialized target group, selected because 

they have "experienced the phenomenon being explored and can articulate their 

conscious experiences" (Creswell , 1998 in Strega, 2005a, p. 24). Strega (2005a) states 

she used the fo llowing criteria for participants in her study, "mothers: having experienced 

physical abuse, involvement with child protection authori ties in relat ion to the abuse, and 

wi ll ingness and ability to voice the ir thoughts, feelings and opinions" (p. 24). Generally 

the research methodology is qualitative and interpretive whereby participants are "asked 

to discuss freely their hi stories, their daily lives, their relationships and their sources of 

uppot1" (Manji , Maiter, & Palmer, 2005). It is commonplace to read the fo llowing 

objecti ves in parental consultative studies, "To explore the ways in which parents 

experience and negotiate child protection intervention" (Dumbrill , 2006, p. 27) However, 

the research question, agenda, and analysis are all di rected by there earcher (Cornwall & 
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Jewkes, 1995). Parents, generally mothers have no influence in the research agenda and 

illustrate that at the shallowest end of participation, parents serve only as a pecialized 

target group in the research process. 

2.5.2 Parents as Consultants 

In consultative studies parents are involved but often solely as a means to 

evaluating the findings prior to recommendations being implemented (Cornwall & 

Jewkes, 1995). To highlight this level of parental involvement, researchers (Rutman, 

Strega, Callahan, & Dominelli, 2002) in Briti h Columbia asked child protection workers 

about their experiences of working with young mothers who were crown ward . Through 

focus groups and a grounded theory analysis, twenty social workers patiicipated in the 

study aimed at answering the following question; "how do social workers and other 

youth-serving practitioners perceive their practice with young women and their children" 

(Rutman, Strega, Callahan, & Dominelli , 2002)? Specifically the researchers were 

inquiring about the professional experience of social workers with adolescent women in 

government care who become mothers. The results of the study concluded that 

professionals working with teen mother were concerned about "the inevitable cycle of 

chi ldren in care begetting children in care" (Rutman, Strega, Callahan, & Dominelli, 

2002, p. 149). 

The researchers had an advisory committee comprised of young mothers from 

foster care, social workers, policy analysts, and community based service providers. The 

results of the research were shared with the committee on a regular basi as a means "to 

test out [the) findings" (Rutman, Strega, Callahan, & Dominelli, 2002, p. 151 ). Social 
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workers admitted to having middle cia values which perceived a teenage pregnancy as 

a negative or unwelcome event, conversely the teenage mothers who were consulted 

suggested the pregnancy was a "positive turning point in their lives, and an opportunity 

that they seized to quit drinking, drug-taking and other elf-de tructive behaviours" 

(Rutman, Strega, Callahan, & Dominelli, 2002, p. 153). Without the voice ofthe young 

mothers as con ultant in this study perhap the dominant pathology sun·ounding teen 

mothers would have prevailed. The voice of the young mothers provided a contrast in 

perception about the ocial con truction of motherhood and the ultimate re pon ibility of 

the state not only to act as substitute parent but also grandparents. Both ocial worker 

and the young wom n were clear that less intrusive, more supportive approache were 

needed from the govcrnm nt. 

Young mothers' needs for respite care, day care subsidie , teaching homemakers 

and so fm1h need to be legitimized and viewed as positive support which would 

strengthen familie . Thus, there need to be avenues to offer the ere ources as a 

first rather than Ia t resort, removed from the veil of child protection (Rutman, 

Strega, Callahan, & Dominelli, 2002, p. 154). 

Ironically some of the e young women end up being failed by the "very tate parents 

whose job it i to rai e and upport them in their transition into adulthood" (Rutman, 

Strega, Callahan, & Dominelli, 2002, p. 158). 

A second Canadian study asked the que tion, ''how would worker and clients 

design child welfare ervices if left to their own decisions" (Callahan & Lumb, 1995)? 

This study asked Mini try departments for voluntary participation in the research based 
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on an inve tment in changing social work practice with recipient of child welfare 

services. The aim of the research was to empha ize principles of empowerment in child 

welfare practices (Callahan & Lumb, 1995). Over a period of eighteen month two child 

welfare office in Vancouver, their s taff, social policy analysts, and later female clients of 

child welfare evaluated the results of staff interview and journal record of the 

participants. While there was involvement by all level of service, the project wa clearly 

Ministry driven given that "researchers from the university and the Ministry developed 

the research de ign" , ( allahan & Lumb, 1995, p. 4) interpreted the data and then 

presented the re ult for participant reaction. In the end the propo ed ocial action was 

de eloped by both the young mothers and ocial workers including: I) development of a 

re ource room so clients could learn about Ministry policy and procedure , 2) a woman's 

resource room was e tablished for the community, and 3) a group was formed to tackle 

the problems of daycare for women attending addiction treatment (Callahan & Lumb, 

1995). 

Studies de igned to be consultative offer parents more opportunity for influence 

on the delivery of child welfare service. Generally parents are involved in an advisory 

capacity (Cameron, 2003; Dumbrill, 2006). Thi level of pmiicipation at lea t offers 

parents an opportunity to comment on how the propo ed services will best be utilized. 

2.5.3 Parents as Collaborators 

Moving toward a higher level of parent involvement in re earch involve 

re earchers and local people working together. However, the project are initiated and 

managed by re earcher (Cornwall & Jewke , 1995). The presence of co-re earching 
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appears at this level of involvement (Dumbrill & Maiter, 2004). Researchers begin to 

understand "co-researching is a perspective in which knowledge is constructed with, 

rather than about those being researched (Moureau & Whitmore, in Dumbrill & Maiter, 

2004, p. 18). A hift in the research/participant relat ionship happens at this level. 

Dumbrill & Maiter (2004) eloquently describe this academic change. 

We developed an intervi ew guide comprised of pre-set question and envisioned 

asking parents questions and noting their subsequent answer . T he first parent to 

be interviewed, however, asked us more questions than we were able to ask her. 

Thi parent 's questions were mainly personal in nature; about our home lives, 

children, and families. These questions came as a surpri e and unmasked the 

assumptions w ith which we approached the project. We assumed that in order to 

develop knowledge we would ask the questions and the parents would answer 

them. Research was not supposed to involve the participant ' asking more 

questions than the researchers, especially questions of a personal nature. Yet this 

parent 's behaviour caused us to wonder what gave us the right to consider our 

questions more important than hers (Dumbrill & Maiter, 2004, p. 18). 

Parents in this study (Dumbrill & Maiter, 2004) were asked to voice their experiences 

wi th child protection and suggest recommendations that would improve ervice 

particularl y when children were admitted to care. The eight parents involved in the tudy 

had three recommendations fo r servi ce improvement that included: listen to parents more, 

allow parents choice and participation [in the decisions affecting thei r children] and 

fi nally keep parents informed (Dumbrill & Maiter, 2004). The participants in the tudy 
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created a model of service for admissions to care that contributed to the re tructuring of 

the foster care sy tern in the agency that participated in the study. What is critical at this 

level of parti cipation is that parents are meaningfull y involved in the research process 

(Dumbri ll & Maiter, 2004; McKenzie & Seidl, I 995). 

2.5.4 Parents as Colleagues 

Cornwall and Jewkes (I 995) suggest that reaching a level of collegial research is 

a very difficult process to master and suggest this highest level of involvement is 

" researchers and local people working together a colleagues with different ski lls to offer, 

in a process of mutual learning where local people have control over the process" 

(Cornwall & Jewkes, I 995, p. I 669). It requires relinquishing of power by the 

researcher and believing that alternative fonns of scienti fic knowledge production are 

valid (Audi, 2003; Freire, 2005 ; Kovach, 2005; Miller, 2005; Strega, 2005b; Thomas, 

2005). This collegial research relationship is not typical in chi ld protection stud ies. 

However, it appears that the children ' s menta l health fi eld has embraced this collegial 

approach (Koroloff & Friesen, I 997, Markey, 2000; Vander Stoep et al, I 999) towards 

research. Parents w ithin this model of research are recognized for conttibuti ng relevance, 

energy, validity, scepticism, clarity and a unique perspective to a study (Vander Stoep et 

al. , I 999). In the Blended Funding Project (Vander Stoep et al., I 999) re earchers had to 

eros the philo ophical abyss and concede that with tra ining, parents can be fu ll research 

partners. Researchers (Vander Stoep et al. , I 999) who overcame the ivory tower 

perception toward knowledge creation had a revelation that parents, perhaps more so than 

funders, were invested in knowing whether child ' s mental health interventions were 

effective. The Blended Funding Proj ect turned pooled fi nancial resources from child 
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welfare, children's mental , education, mental health and other services over to a 

community ba ed team. The team, comprised of both traditional and parent researchers, 

decided on a model of care for children with mental health disorder (Vander Stoep et al. , 

1999). In the study parents were involved in all aspects of the research fi·om selecting the 

o utcomes, picking the measurement tools in the research, conducting parent to parent 

interviews, pm1icipating in data analysis and disseminating findings (Vander Stoep et a l. , 

1999). The les ons learned in the Blended Funded Project about the importance of 

researcher and families working together can be summed up by the following statement: 

A family members become less intimidated working within the traditional realm 

of the re earcher, they recognize more fully the potential power of research to 

help families and the need for conducting well-designed studies to actualize thi s 

power. As research scientists become le s intimidated working within the 

traditional realm of the advocate, they appreciate more fully the potential power 

of the community to strengthen research efforts and the need for strong 

community pat1nership to actualize this power (Vander Stoep et a l. , 1999, p.340) . 

In this empowennent model of research a new trajectory of understanding i created. 

Parents are no longer considered imped iments to a child 's well being; instead they are 

seen as an ally, are ource and an expert. Arguably this new position of parents as 

researchers strengthens the scientific product (Koroloff & Friesen, 1997; Markey, 2000; 

Vander Stoep et al. , 1999). 

There is another example of how this collegial level of participation worked. 

T homas (2005) completed a nan·ative research study involving former tudents of Kuper 
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I land residential school in British Columbia . In keeping w ith Aboriginal oral traditions 

the pm1icipants told their stories about residential school life in British Columbia. What 

was most striking about the study was the level to which the individuals were included in 

the research process. ' 'The participants were involved in all stage of the re earch, 

including data analysis, editing and participating in my defence" (Thomas, 2005, p.250). 

The degree of involvement was to en ure authenticity of participant voice. A que tion 

that Thomas (2005) had and others will face was, how do you te ll someone e lse's story 

when you are both the researcher and listener (Thom as, 2005)? 

The issue of power in voice representation appears to be at the hem1 of the study. 

She identified the question of balance in the research process, "how infl uential wa [ in 

shaping the sto ry by including some things and excluding others? It should be a struggle. 

As researchers, we have the power to shape the li ves of the storytellers and this i sue 

should be taken seriously" (Thomas, 2005, p. 249). To be certain that the stories were in 

the words of the parti cipants, Thomas (2005) describes being very deliberate in choosing 

her words and contemplating the language of the particular person. To double check her 

accuracy, participants read the transcripts and summari es to ensure the infonn ation was 

correct. On one occasion an individual laughed and commented, " Robina, thi sounds o 

much like you! So we rewrote the whole section" (Thomas, 2005, p.249)! During the 

re earch process, it was impot1ant that the sto ries did not become hers (Thoma , 2005). 

This study exemplifi es the deepest level of pat1icipation that Cornwall and Jewkes ( 1995) 

describe in their ar1icle. Clearly the researcher (Thomas, 2005) had an intere t in 

explo ring residential school torie however, the agenda of what was important, ed iting, 
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story authenticity, and the language were jointly created with a heavy influence by the 

participants. 

What is common throughout the empowerment-based studies presented here is a 

clear understanding that participants are experts on their own situations (Bere ford 1999, 

2003, Koroloff & Frie en, 1997; Markey, 2000; Thomas, 2005; Vander Stoep, et al., 

1999). Parents in one tudy identified feeling marginalized in the clinical intervention 

process (Dumbri ll, 2006). To exclude them in research process further reinforce the 

status quo of limited citizenship (Bere ford, 1999). Essentially parent involved research 

strategy en ured that the tudy incorporated the voices of parents and their concerns 

(Beresford, 1999, 2003; Rutman, Hubberstey, Barlow & Brown, 2005). "It is about 

paying attention to, and shifting, how power relations work in and through the process of 

doing research" (Potts & Brown, 2005, p. 255). "Ultimately what gives me the right as a 

researcher to as ume my research questions are more important" (Dumbrill , & Maiter, 

2004, p. 18) than those of parents? 

For researchers the empowerment model represents a significant paradigm shift. 

"Old cookbooks of research have not simply been dusted off and familiar recipes 

followed. Instead, new ingredients and tools are used and a new community 

infrastructure is built" (Vander Stoep, et al. , 1999, p. 343). 

2.5.5 Research about Parents Involved in Child Protection 
Services 

There is research literature about parents in which they are not involved at all. 

Largely these studies are quantitative in nature and explore infom1ation documented 
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about parent established by a third party (DiLauro, 2004; Leschied, Whitehead, Hurley 

& Chiodo, 2004; Miller, Fox & Garcia-Beckwith, 1999; Trocme, MacLaurin, Fallon, 

Black, & Lajoie, 2005; Trocme, Phaneuf, Scmih, Fallon, & MacLaurin, 2003). These 

studies boast about being the " largest child protection research of its kind in 

Canada ... including an intensive review of I ,042 CAS chi ld protection files in 1995 and 

200 I, a literature review, focus groups with CAS staff and consultation with 

professionals and researchers in the child welfare field" (Leschied, Whitehead, Hurley & 

Chiodo, 2004 p. II). Similarly the Canadian Incidence Study (CIS) is the fir t project to 

document two national research studies that investigate the incidence of child abuse and 

neglect in Canada (DiLauro, 2004; Trocme, et al, 2005; Trocme, et al, 2003). 

An American example of non-parental participation in the research process was 

DiLauro (2004). This explanatory study attempted to determine ifthere was a correlation 

between certain psychosocial factors such as domestic violence, sub tance abu e, history 

of maltreatment, depression, parenting abi lity; life stressors and the type of maltreatment 

(physical abuse or neglect) inflicted upon the chi ld. The researcher reviewed 140 cases 

that had been refen·ed to a state agency in New Jersey respon ible for 'the evaluation and 

treatment of physical and emotional injuries caused by chi ld abu e and neglect" 

(DiLauro, 2004, p. 76). The research questions posed in this study included: 

why do some parents abuse, some neglect and still others inflict both types of 

maltreatment? Are different risk factors associated with the type of maltreatment 

inflicted? If so, what are these risk factors, and hould workers address them 

differently to optimize successful results (DiLauro, 2004, p. 70)? 
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The study claims there i a relationship between risk factors, type of abuse inflicted on 

children, and treatment plans. The study goes on to suggest, "the u e of standardized 

risk a sessment tools would facilitate this identification process and assist in streamlining 

service delivery" (DiLauro, 2004, p. 94). W11at i interesting about the study is the 

seeming contradiction in the research questions and the methods used. The questions 

appear interpretive in nature, yet the method used was from a positivist position. Parents 

in the study were classified, analyzed and not provided with an opportunity to refute the 

claims of the study nor respond to whether a standardized tool would change their daily 

life. As a result of the seeming contradiction between questions and method , the 

language in the study appears harsh towards parent . ln DiLauro's (2004) tudy parents 

are refen·ed to as perpetrators of child abuse (DiLauro, 2004). 

Parent characteristics are often evaluated in these studies against social conditions 

to detennine the rate at which abusive behaviour can be predicted or diminished 

(DiLauro, 2004; Leschied, Wllitehead, Hurley & Chiodo, 2004; Miller, Fox & Garcia

Beckwith, 1999; Trocme, et al, 2005; Trocme, et al, 2003). As these studies are 

retrospective of abusive incidents, parental defects are frequently highlighted and 

pathological descriptors are used in conjunction to explain the phenomenon of child 

abuse. To accentuate parental deficits further, extreme cases of physical abuse again t 

infants or toddlers are sometimes used (Miller, Fox & Garcia-Beckwith, 1999). 

In the end what is common in these research studies is the conclusion that child 

abuse is complex having neither a single solution nor profile of abuser, and that systemic 

issues such as access to mental health, dome tic violence and substance abuse services 
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are vital (DiLauro, 2004; Leschied, Whitehead, Hurley & Chiodo, 2004; Miller, Fox & 

Garcia-Beckwith, 1999; Trocme, et a l, 2005; Trocme, et al, 2003). What is also 

consistent through these quantitative studies is the absence of parental voice in the 

process. It appears that the ro le of studies about parents is to create "the foundation for a 

national surveillance system on chi ld abuse and neglect. .. The results of uch a core 

system is information, data and knowledge that is used to develop and a ess 

interventions, and influence and inform policy development and analysis" (Trocme, et al, 

2003, p. 24). These studies (Atkinson & Butler, 1996: DiLauro, 2004; Le chied, 

Whitehead, Hurley & Chiodo, 2003/2004; Miller, Fox & Garcia-Beckwith, 1999; 

Trocme, et al, 2005; Trocme, et al, 2003) appear to objectify parents and favour the 

expert opinion in the quest to ameliorate child abuse. While these studies do not typically 

fit an anti-oppres ive model of research, there is value in examining them because they 

remind social workers that child safety is the first imperative in child protection (Adams, 

2003). 

It is clear from reviewing the literature concerning child abuse that parents have a 

voice but it is often as subjects of re earch (Cadzow, Annstrong & Fraser, 1999; 

Cameron & Birnie-Lefcovitch, 2000; DiLauro, 2004; Manji, Maiter, & Palmer, 2005; 

Strega, 2005a). When parents have been consulted about child protection services 

however, their voice has often been that of consumer feedback (Cameron, 2003; 

Dumbrill, 2006; Rutman, Strega, Callahan, & Dominelli , 2002; Callahan & Lumb, 1995). 

A more intense fonn of power in the research process occurred when parents become co

researchers and engage in pivotal decision making steps in the study (Dumbrill & Maiter, 

2004; McKenzie & Seidl , 1995). As the degree of inclusively in the research process 
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unfolds it becomes more difficult to tind re earch that asks parents to be colleagues 

(Thomas, 2005). Of cour e there i a body of literature that is about at risk parents in 

which they are out ide the research proce s all together (DiLauro, 2004; Miller, Fox & 

Garcia-Beckwith, 1999· Trocme, et al , 2005; Trocme, et al, 2003 ; Lc chied , Whitehead, 

Hurley & Chiodo, 2004). 

2.6 Summary 

This chapter has laid out the conceptual lenses: power in the helping relationship, 

structural social work, feminist theory, anti-oppre ive practice, social ju tice and 

community capacity building that influenced the tudy. ext in chapter three the 

methodological tructure of the study is explained. In keeping with empowerment 

principles the study is not a simple search for information but rather an opportunity for 

social change to begin through the re earch proces itself. 
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CHAPTER 3 

3.1 METHODOLOGY 

·· ... The participatory model stipulates respect .for the capability and potential of 

community groups to produce knowledge and to analyze it. The role of the scienti I is 

one of activist. observer and technician. A goal is .for the scientist to pass skills to the 

community participants such that the community gains research proficiency" (Vander 

Stoep et all, 1999, p. 332). 

Chapter 3 outlines the methodology and the study design. The chapter 

commences with a cogent argument fo r interpretive research and detail the facil itation 

team recruitment process. An emphasis on change starting with the research process 

itself is embedded in the di scussion of methodology. The chapter concludes with a 

summary of the data collection and analysis process. There is great emphasis placed on 

the nature of participatory research and this section of the chapter detai ls the lengths 

taken to ensure the ocial inclusion of all participants. 

3.1.1 Cogent Argument for Interpretive Research 

The decision to choose a qualitati ve approach to research fi rst started by 

examining the epistemological and ontological underpinnings of knowledge (Beresford, 

2003; Guba & Lincoln, 2004; Grinne ll , 200 1; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004; May, 2004). 

Guba and Lincoln (2004) uggest that re earcher are guided by their worldview and their 

basic be lief system about how knowledge is determined. According to Guba and Lincoln 

(2004), questions of method are secondary to questions regarding world view of 

knowledge creation. It i a matter of detennin ing which fi ts better w ith the philosophical 

understanding of human nature, knowledge and the relationship between the knower and 

63 



the pmticipant (Guba & Lincoln, 2004; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004; May, 2004; 

Rodwell , 1998). Using Guba & Lincoln 's (2004) framework I th ink it is important to 

identify my worldview on social work practice, re earch process, knowledge creation and 

type of questions asked. I anticipate the e statements will a sist the reader with 

understanding the logic of the study. After eighteen years in child welfare practice I have 

always had an affi nity to family engagement, strengthening community capacity to 

protect children and invo lve parents in writing the script of assessments. I have been 

concerned about including the voice of parents in the child protection process. My 

approach suggests both transparency and multiplicity in social work relationsh ips. I have 

taken a similar approach to research rigour. 

Refl ecting on the issues of epistemology and ontology of knowledge I had to 

evaluate d ifferent scienti fic lenses, positivist and interpretive, each with its own set of 

assumptions about good research (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004; Rodwell , 1998; Ungar, 

2007). As the comparison between the two cientifi c paradigms took place it became 

clear that is it di fficult to hold positi vist as umptions along one d imension of re earch 

while holding interpreti ve assumptions along another (Rodwell, 1998). Even in mixed 

methods studies quantitati ve and qualitative practices can be combined but it is difficult 

to simultaneously hold singular and multiple views at the same time (Rodwell, 1998). 

The defi ni te delineation of research paradigms does not mean that an investigator can not 

conduct either fom1 of scientific inquiry. It does however suggest that cettain 

assumptions about knowledge must be maintained while conducting positivist, 

interpreti ve or mixed methods research (Rodwell , 1998). 
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In selecting an interpretive (qualitative) research design I have made certain 

assumptions while conversely rejecting others. For example, from an interpretive 

position the following tenets are accepted as part of the scientific rigor: l) phenomena are 

socially constructed, 2) there are multiple fom1s of reality, 3) subjectivity and emic 

positioning are paramount which means leaming from the lived experience of the 

participants, 4) reality i relativistic, 5) the purpose of the inquiry i to showcase the 

meaning participants give to their situations, 6) research is value laden based on the 

inquirers' choice of research problem, method, data collection and interpretation, and 7) 

data analysis is based on inductive rea oning (Beresford, 2003 ; Delong, Black & 

Wideman, 2005; Grinnell, 2001; Guba & Lincoln, 2004; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004; 

Rodwell, 1998; Rubin & Babbie, 200 I). 

Conversely, by accepting the assumptions a sociated with interpretive inquiry I 

have rejected the following positivist suppositions of scientific rigor for the purpo e of 

the CUITent study: l) focus of the research is on prediction and causality, 2) singular 

meaning of social reality, 3) objectivity is a prio1ity which implies the researcher can 

maintain a discrete distance from the subject, 4) human nature is deterministic which is 

influenced by the environment, 5) the purpose of research is to generalize findings to a 

broader population, 6) research is value-free, and 7) data analy is is based on deductive 

rea oning (Grinnell, 200 l ; Rodwell 1998; Rubin & Babbie, 200 l ). Essentially I am 

suggesting there is dissonance between a predictive research design strategy and the 

epistemological view of the world being socially constructed and non detenninistic. 
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For social work, obtaining new knowledge in and of itself is not the ul timate goal 

but rather it is to improve practice; "to alleviate human suffering, to validate social or 

scientific theories, to dispel ignorance, to analyze policy, and to under tand human 

behaviour and the evolving human condition" (Medical Re earch Council of Canada, 

Natural Science & Engineering Research Council of Canada & Social Science & 

Humanities Research Council of Canada, 1998, p. 1.4). Child protection is not a new 

topic for research inquiry (Bmter, 200 1, 2004b; Cameron, 2003; CASW, 2003; Dumbrill, 

2003 ; Lawrence, 2004; McKenzie & Trocme, 2003; Regehr, Bernstein, & Kanani, 2002; 

Strega, 2005a; Strong-Boag, 2002; Swift, 1998; Swan, 1994; Wharf, 2002). However, 

what is new i the need to hear the stories of parent whose right were subjugated for the 

ake of their children's safe ty. These stories recount a particular child protection 

experience which can be used to create change in the system. 

3.2 Purpose of the Study 

This cunent study advances the social justice agenda of citizen pa1ticipation in 

child protection reform (Beresford , 1999; Cameron, 2003; Dumbrill , 2003; Durham, 

2002; Potts & Brown, 2005; Rutman , Hubberstey, Barlow & Brown, 2005; Strega, 

2005b; Thomas, 2005). It involves parents and professionals collegially discu ing 

Ontario's child protection system. [n this study, the research questions, the theoretical 

concepts of PAR, and the focus group design are consistent with the precepts of a 

qualitative framework (Grinnell, 200 1; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004; Rodwell, 1998; 

Strauss & Corbin, 1998; Ungar, 2007). The research questions themselves lean toward 

an interpretive research po ition which can be best reached through dialogue. This is an 
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exploratory study which will consider how to include parents in the child protection 

reform agenda as both researchers and pa1iicipants. In the end this tudy is an 

opp01iunity to "give a voice to a story that ha not been fully told" (Thomas, 2005, p. 

242). 

3.3 Study Design 

It is imp01iant to revisit the principles as ociated with PAR as this establishes the 

foundations of the study's design. PAR for the purpose of this cuiTent study is to use the 

research process itself as a way to create change. Social inclusion of the participants is 

the primary method of reaching the goal of change. In keeping with the principles of 

PAR, parent were included in all aspects of the study, including the role of co

researchers. Arguments have been made (Beresford, 1999, 2003; Cameron, 2003; 

Dumbrill & Maiter, 2004; Thorpe, 2007) that expert knowledge in child protection can 

and should include parents as service users; for they know best what is needed to help 

their situations. To strengthen the po ition that parents make legitimate res archers, 

Dumbrill and Maiter (2004) suggest, "That if child protection clients were expe1is on 

their own needs, they must also be expe1i evaluators of the services de igned to meet 

these needs" (p. 18). Failure to recognize parents as equal creators of scientific 

knowledge appears incompatible with values a sociated with social work and social 

justice (Beresford, 1999; O'Connor, Morgenstern, Gibson & Nakashian, 2005). For the 

purpose of clarification the research faci litation team wi ll be referred to in this tudy as 

the facilitation team. The study ultimately gives rise to a multiplicity of voices. 
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Similarly it is important to understand why a focus group format was selected in 

favour of other fonns of data collection method . Consideration had been given to 

conducting individual interviews due to the sensitive nature of the information. The 

deliberation was discarded however, after reading a compelling m ntal health service 

user's statement (Beresford, 2003) which suggested, 

It can be difficult to get close to our experience, to think it through and work it out 

for ourselves if we are on our own and isolated, without other people with similar 

experience to talk about it with and check it out with. That' why getting together 

with other people can be so helpful in making sense of our situation and what has 

happened to u . By sharing our experience, by working out what that experience 

means together, we can often make the most sense of it and get closest to it. 

That's one of the reasons why getting together with other people . .. can be o 

empowering (p.4 ). 

There were other benefits to using tocus groups as a fom1at for data collection 

aside from the solidarity of experiences including: an open response fonnat (McKenzie & 

Seidl, 1995) which allowed for the frank exchange of ideas; the ability to join for 

collective action and conscious raising (Lundy, 2004; Parsons, Gutien·ez, & Cox, 2003; 

Mullaly, 1997). 

3.3.1 Selection of Child Protection Agencies 

The study was conducted in Southem Ontario. The primary rea on for selecting 

this geographical area was because of my familiarity with this region's child protection 

practices and is ues. I was interested in making a difference in communities where I had 
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heard parental stories about child welfare involvement. For the past eighteen years I 

practiced social work in this area and have heard parents discussing ways in which child 

protection service either hindered or helped their famil ies. I thought if there wa ever 

going to be oppottunities for fami lies to benefit from a research proce s; l wanted the 

parents and the communiti es where l had heard the original stories to be the beneficiaries. 

Potts & Brown (2005) would consider this selection process an anti-oppressive research 

principle because "It means making a commitment to people you are working with 

personally and professionally in order to mutually foster conditions for social justice and 

research" (p.255). I wanted an opportunity to work formally with parents who had been 

acting informally as my co-researchers during my years of practice. 

Eight agencies were contacted by way of a letter of introduction (Appendix A). 

This letter outlined the following: ( I) the focus of the research as an opportunity for 

parents and professionals to discuss their experiences with the chi ld protection ystem, 

(2) the role of the participating agency which was to act as a recruitment conduit for the 

tudy, (3) the benefits of patticipation, such as obtaining information that might be 

helpful to program planning, social advocacy or policy statement development and ( 4) 

contact inf01111ation. It was clearly identified in the letter that the research study was 

approved by the Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human Subjects at Memorial 

University (Appendix B) and was being perfom1ed as a partial fulfilment of a PhD 

program in social work. It was also clear that the study was being conducted by a PhD 

candidate who had a research supervisor at Memorial University of ewfoundland. 
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The letter was followed by a telephone call to the Director of Service at the 

respective child welfare organizations. The telephone conversation was an opportunity 

for the Service Directors to clarify any questions about the research topic or there earch 

process. One agency had to notify the union president formally regarding potential 

research initiatives before they could make a commitment to the study. This notification 

practice wa to ensure that the agency did not become research saturated. Participation 

in this current study was optional. Once the notification had been sent and upon 

receiving no negative comments from the union president, the agency formally agreed to 

participate. 

All of the agencies assigned their Quality Assurance Managers to act as the 

contact person for the study. A second letter (Appendix C) was sent to the Quality 

Assurance Managers announcing that their agency had formally agreed to participate in 

the study and confirming they had been assigned as a resource contact. The letter 

outlined the steps for the recruitment of parental co-researchers and parents for focus 

group discussions, as well as tentative timeframes to complete the study. One agency 

requested a formal presentation about the study before making a commitment. A Power 

Point presentation was made to the agency's middle management team to facilitate their 

engagement. After considering the presentation and unsuccessful attempts to find an 

internal champion for the study, the agency declined to participate. Although the agency 

supported the research and its relevance, they were not in a position to participate. 

Increase in workload and worker absence due to mandatory training session regarding 

the impending new child welfare legislation were the primary reasons for not 
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participating. The Quality Assurance Manager were asked to signed Oaths of 

Confidentiality forms (Appendix D) at this stage. 

3.3.2 Unanticipated Events Impeding the Recruitment Process 

The recruitment process began in October 2006 promptly after the tudy recei ved 

approval from Memorial University's ICEHR committee. However, after contacting 

eight child welfare agencies in southern Ontario only one facilitation team pmticipant had 

been recruited over a six month period. While eight agencies were contacted only two 

actively participated. Upon reflection there were a number of unanticipated events that 

interfered with the recruitment process. These include the following: 

1) The child welfare field in Ontario was overwhelmed by a provincial mandate to 

simultaneously implement and train social work staff about the new child protection 

legislation (Bill 21 0). The new act was proclaimed November, 30 2006. Training to 

update and inform social workers, manager and Directors in child welfare was scheduled 

to occur once the amendments received Royal Assent in March, 2006, eight months 

before the proclamation. The province was behind in its preparations and the systemic 

training for a ll chi ld welfare agencies in Ontario occutTed in October, 2006 one month 

prior to the enactment of the new legislation. What this delay meant was the child 

welfare system in the province of Ontario had one month to train the entire child 

protection workforce about the legislative changes. All of this training activity coincided 

with the statt of the study. 

2) The Auditor General released an uncomplimentary report about the spending habits 

and lack of service delivery in four Children's Aid Societies. The fallout of the report 
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was a province wide need to implement new fi nancial accountabili ty policies and service 

delivery practices for all child welfare agencies. The report recommended twenty new 

changes within the system. This report was released in November 2006. The Ministry of 

Children and Youth Services set a deadline of February 28, 2007 for all children's aid 

societies to submit an operational plan addressing the identifi ed fi nancial accountabil ity 

defi c its. By Apri l I , 2007 all associated training, policy wri ting and dai ly operating 

practices had to be implemented. 

3) The systemic search for participants meeting the c1i teri a proved to be too onerous for 

an overtaxed system. The provincial data base did not track cases in term of their legal 

status. Agencies could not simply search their databases by inputting pecific fi elds such 

as legal status-supervision orders, date of fi le clo ures, and whether o r not the file had re

opened. The child welfare infom1ation system (CWIS) which i the data base system is 

not designed to complete a multi vari ate search fo r unique clients needed for this tudy. 

have included a tatement from a manager whose experi ence with the data base search 

was common to all of the agencies contacted . 

I wanted to let you know about the progress in your research reque t and the 

specific challenges we encountered in trying to identify the appropriate sample of 

families you needed fo r your research. Our CW IS (Child Welfare Information 

System) did not accommodate an electronic sort fo r famil ies that had a 

Supervision Order so this search needed to include our Lega l department and they 

needed to do a manual search based on their own statistics. CWIS did produce a 

report on protection familie and also a report was able to be generated on 
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reopenings so that we could manually cro s reference for families that met the 

criteria for having no fUiiher CW involvement for the last 12 months (see page 86 

for detailed critieria). This involved 4,233 families in the timeframe of October 1, 

2000 to October I 2006. What we ended up with, however, was a very small 

number of eligible families, only 23 in fact. They will each be contacted by a 

volunteer who is a university student. There is a good chance that some families 

may have moved away from this jurisdiction and that others we locate will not be 

interested and this will adversely affect your research sample size. 

The lack of simplicity for an electronic search for families during a colos al change 

period appeared to be much to ask of organizations. As a result of the difficulty in 

locating parents who were eligible and wi ll ing to participate more then the original three 

agencies anticipated were contacted. 

The impact of these three factors cannot be underestimated as ban·iers to 

patticipant recruitment. All of the eight agencies contacted agreed that the study topic 

was interesting and timely. However, the transf01mation agenda was con uming their 

time. I have included the following excerpt from an email sent by a Manager of Quality 

Assurance that I believe epitomizes the experiences of the other senior administrators in 

the field. 

At this time it might be somewhat premature to try and assess the effect of the 

Transfonnation Agenda on the agency. So much time has been devoted to all of 

the required training that needs to occur that staff and management are expending 

much of their energy into providing the training or being the recipients of the 
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training. Some of the preliminary practical implications though are the 

implementation of the Kinship Service standards which have created new file 

types and new recording and documentation requirements. Implementation of all 

of the new changes in effect as of ovember 30, 2006 with the proclamation of 

Bill 2 10 (regulatory changes that directly affect service and documentation 

standards for Foster Plan of Care/Child Case Files, Foster Parent Applications, 

Supervision and Supp01i of Foster Homes, the new Death Review Protocol , the 

new Protocol to be used in the investjgation of the sudden and unexpected death 

of any child under 5 years of age and the new C lient Complaint Process) and the 

required revisions to Policy and Procedures have consumed much time and 

attention. The agency had already developed, in Apri l 2006, a Differential 

Response [DR] Unit that is comprised of DR workers and Kinship workers. 

CuiTently the demands of doing the day-to-day job of child protection while 

incorporating and implementing the changes to date have left many staff feeling 

overwhelmed in trying to keep up to the pace of the changes. As such I am 

responding in writing to provide a context of training requirement which we shall 

all need to be forgiven if we cannot address them comprehen ively in our 

interviews. There is so much infonnation that cha1is and schedules are routinely 

necessary to track the changes, requirements and various implementation date . 

All of this at a time when agencies are still reeling from the impact of the recent 

Auditor Generals' report. Accountability for children's safety was the most 

significant feature of the Ontario Risk Assessment Model which was introduced 

to agencies in April 1998 and this focus has not substantially shifted at this time 
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o there has been an increased feeling of pressure when the AG (Auditor General) 

Report added further scrutiny of Societies. 

The atmosphere during the period between October 2006 and March 2007 was almost 

ti·antic within the child welfare system. The expectations on societies to comply with all 

of the legislative and training requirements were enom1ous. My sense in peaking with 

Directors of Services within the agencies was there was barely enough time to keep up 

with the daily chi ld safety requirements let alone accommodate the massive province 

wide legislative change. While the provincial agenda during thi transfom1ation period in 

child welfare was to be more engaging with fam ilies, the timing of the recruitment for the 

cun·ent study wa too close to the implementation phase of the change. Ordinarily, I was 

infom1ed by the agency staff, that the request to find the parental voice in research would 

have been welcomed, however; at that time it was too much of a burden on an overtaxed 

sy tem. There did not appear to be any time to devote to a research agenda, particularly 

one that required the search for archived files. My research experience during this time 

of transition had left me wondering, where and how does the voice of the parent get heard 

in this time of extraordinary change? 

3.3.3 Parents as co-researchers: Creating the research 
facilitation team 

Initia ll y the Quality Assurance Managers canvassed the ocial work staff in their 

respective agencies by emai l to see if there were parents who fit the study's inclusion 

cri teria. To qualify as a facilitation team member the criteria were minimal. The 

individual needed to have (a) past or present involvement with the child welfare system 

and (b) have voiced a desire to talk about changes to the system. The facilitation team 
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members could include extended family members. Persons who posed a cutTent safety 

risk, such as being violent, and individuals with impaired capacity, requiring a substitute 

deci ion maker were excluded from being co-researchers. 

Any name that were nominated by the social work taff were sent directly to the 

Quality Assurance Manager. Once the names were collected, they were sent to a thi rd 

party contact person at the agency who read a prepared recruitment script (Appendix E). 

ln one agency the third person contact person was a university social work tudent who 

was a vo lunteer. The ass igned third party contact individual also signed an Oath of 

Confidentiality fom1. The recruitment script identified : the purpose of the study, that 

participation was voluntary, that the agency would not know if they pmiicipated in the 

study, and that the research had been approved by the Committee on Ethics in Human 

Subjects at Memorial University of Newfoundland. 

The recruitment trategy of having a third person contact was to en ure that the 

potential facilitation team member did not feel undue pressure fi·om a social work r to 

participate. This strategy allowed the individual to decline participation without fea r of 

reprisal from a social worker. The third patiy contact person made the initial calls to 

potential facilitation team members and explained the research study and outlined their 

invo lvement. Participants were asked if they would agree to have the researcher contact 

them for futiher discussions. The contact person indicated on the bottom of the 

recruitment script form w hether or not the person agreed to future contact. Anyone who 

agreed to further contact wa then approached by the researcher. The research process 

was itself wa designed to empower families from the very beginning. 
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Within a month of starting the research proj ct I wa given the name of a parent. 

I met with her to discuss the research project and her role. I explained that the study wa 

about voice representation and I was interested in hearing from parents about their 

experiences with chi ld protection services. However, it was five more months before any 

more facilitation team members were recruited. 

In March, 2007 three new names were submitted to be members of the 

research facilitation team. After a five month wait, I was ecstatic when [received some 

positive responses. These parents were thrilled to be asked to be researcher ; I could 

hear the excitement in their voices. One commented, ''You mean we get to put CAS 

under a micro cope and study them this time?'' She stated she wanted to be involved in 

all aspects of the research and had friends who were interested as well. This moment 

made the wait worthwhile. Another parent was hesitant about participating because he 

is a professional in the community. She was concerned about her profes ional credibility 

if she were to be identified in the community a someone who received child welfare 

services. When I explained that her role in the study would be as a re earcher she stated 

that she would be confident in this role. The third parent was giving consideration to 

going to college and hoped this experience would be helpful. For all the e women it 

appeared the empowerment process had already begun when they were asked to be 

meaningfully involved. 

The facilitation team members were invited to share their stories a a way of 

ensuring their voices were heard. One shared with me some of her history. After our 

meeting I typed out her story as 1 heard it and then l sent it back to her for corrections or 

77 



amendments. A few corrections were made after she reviewed the report. One of 

significant change wa in reference to her male partner. I had made the relation hip 

inference that he was her boyfriend. In fact her preferred relation hip statement was not 

a an intimate partner but rather the father of her child. Here is her story in her words. 

I am 24 years old and have a daughter who is three. I have been involved with the 

Children's Aid Society my whole life, but I have been in care since I was eight 

years o ld. At this young age I came into care. My mother died in 1991 and at 

that time I went to live with my aunt and uncle in ew Brunswick. I have had 

more social workers than I can think about. When l had my daughter she was 

brought into care because I had been in care. I was 2 1 when my daughter was 

born and at that age CAS no longer has anything to do with you. Even after being 

a Crown Ward, at age 21 CAS no longer takes care of you. My daughter was 

returned to me and I am raising her on my own. Her father is currently in jail. 

have a worker outside the agency who will notify me when he is due to be 

released. Three months ago there was a situation of domestic violence between 

me and my daughter's father. My daughter still remembers the incident. I know 

this because if I am play fighting with someone she gets tetTified and begin to 

cry. My worker is supposed to be helping me look into daycare for my daughter. 

I can't afford day care costs on my own at thi s time because [ suppoti myself and 

my child through Ontario Works benefits. You make just enough money to li ve 

off. 
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My involvement now with the C S is because of a upervi ion order 

which has been going on for three years. The agency is a king for another six 

months to be added to the order. I trust my worker that I have now but this ha 

not always been the case. I initially trust a worker when thi i earned but once 

that tru t i broken I top being honest with them. CAS expect me to be honest 

with them all the time even when they are not. 

I am interested in the tudy becau e social worker do not always listen to 

what I have to ay. I remember telling a ocial worker when I wa young that I 

was being hit in a foster home in ew Brun wick. The worker did not believe me 

and said it was a good foster home. For me I did not want to stay there because it 

was away ti·om my dad. 

It was just the two of us for many months. o other names had been ubmitted by the 

agencies. Were iewed the ample research interview question guide to be used in the 

focus group discussions. I would call her often and update her a to the efforts I was 

making with the agencies to keep her engaged in the process. It would be five months 

before other facilitation team member name were put forth. 

words. 

Another facilitation team member wrote out her tory. Here i her tory in her 

As a young girl I was in and out of foster care; so I was familiar with the CAS 

sy tem and how they are there to help. At the age of 16, I got into an abusive 

relation hip and got knocked up. I mi carried, thank God, but at the age of 18 
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with the same man till got pregnant again. I went to Pine Tree prenatal care 

cour e but upon having the child I realized they don ' t act like rubber babies and 

they cry a lot. So I called the CAS because I thought r was hutiing my daughter 

when I would bath her. They came and helped me a lot; o they closed my file. 

They also had a health nurse come to see me; so I had someone still coming that 

was offered to me as well as counselling for young mothers. I felt then they 

helped me. 

Then in 2000 I had my other daughter and was in yet again another 

abusive relationship. Then the CAS came in my home on domestic violence and 

apprehended my children after saying they wouldn't as long as I complied, which 

I did. However, come close to court time to get my children back they switched 

all my words and made me look like my mother when they were referring to me. 

So everything I ever said was used against me not for me. I got my kids 4 days 

later but at that point I hated CAS. 

Then an incident took place where there was sexual abuse towards my 

olde t daughter. My daughter confided in her school principal and they took the 

proper actions by contacting the CAS, thank God, becau eat this point I did not 

know what to do or where to turn. So I am thankful my daughter felt she could 

confide in someone anyway. The CAS howed up and I having a hate on for 

them because now I don't trust them. I did not want to talk and l was 

argumentative with them and used one word sentences bccau e l had no tru t in 

them. The worker actually approached me with sincerity and knowl edge of my 
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case. T hen I knew I was working with someone who could be tru ted. We 

discussed the ituation at hand and she let me vent about my past relationship with 

CAS. She sided with my fee lings and we went from there. In a ll the CAS is very 

helpfu l. They have offered me counseling; programs and took me to 

appointments; moved me, bought me groceries and was there as a friend to me not 

as a worker!!! l would also like to say that I think being a CAS worker takes gut 

and heart. l think workers should have children before becoming a worker in 

order to understand the damage they are doing by taking kids out of homes!! 

AI o how come its' always the mothers who have to go through 

everything and dad never gets questio ned or anything? [ have turned to CAS a lot 

and for a lot and r have got everything I have needed. It would be easier if we 

could keep the same workers so people know you and your case. Thi s way we 

would not alway be re-telling our to ries. 

I would suggest when they apprehend someone's chi ld ren, offer them the 

help they need. For example if they have bad parenting skill offer them 

parenting skills help, not drug counselling, or if they are alcoholics offer them AA 

meetings, not domestic help; show the parents where they are going wrong. Go 

take them there as a first step not just take their kids and say see you in court or in 

6 months. I understand being a CAS worker is tough as it i because you have to 

be ruthless and have a heart that 's hard already but you need to have experienced 

some of these [abuse, drugs, having a kid] things to be able to work along ide a 

parent going through whatever they are going through. That is my tory!!!! 
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ot everyone wanted to share their stories for different reasons. The primary 

reason was fear of being identified. All of the faci litation team members would like 

readers to know wh ile they were parents who needed help raising their children; they 

have much to contribute to the research process. The faci li tation team would like to 

di pel the myth that they are uncaring women but rather mothers who needed help. From 

listening to their storie throughout the research process, I would uggest they are women 

who accepted their part in the families' problems and did something about it to change 

the final outcomes for their children. 

The facilitation team was not gender targeted. However, only women 

responded to the call for pa1iicipation. o male names were put forward for the 

facilitation team. A ll fac ilitation team members signed a consent form to participate in 

the research study (Appendix F). The facilitation team members pmiicipated in the 

research process at different levels depending on the business of their lives (Delong, 

Black, & Wideman, 2005; Dumbrill , & Maiter, 2004; Rutman, Hubberstey, Barlow & 

Brown, 2005). There were times when team members could not attend meetings. In one 

situation an individual chose not to publicly participate. To do so would have placed her 

in an awkward position professionally. There were four women who were on the 

facilitation team. Childcare and transportation cost were provided to the facilitation 

team pa11icipant . As co-researcher these parents were respon ible for reviewing the 

focus group questionnaires, co-facilitating focus groups, recruiting pa1iicipant , analysing 

the data and as isting in the editing of the final thesis document. 
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During our first meeting the purpose of the tudy, their role a facilitation team 

members, the data collection and the data analysis processes were reviewed. Language 

was one of the first issues we addressed. The reference to 'at risk parents' in the research 

proposal , recruitment cripts, Power Point pre entation and the actual title of the study 

was offensive to the women on the facilitation team. They felt that the term at ri k 

minimized the value of their contribution to the tudy. One facilitation team member 

pointed out that if the team was referred to as at risk parents perhaps social workers 

would be less likely to take them seriou ly. We a a team agreed to change the reference 

imply to parents. Thus the title of the research tudy was changed to Adju ting the 

Lens: Parents Create Change in Ontario's Child Protection System. 

The second term to be examined was the reference to ' mandated' parents. The 

facilitation team felt that perhaps 'court ordered' would be a more respectful and accurate 

tenn for tho e individuals who had no choice in participation in service . A a team we 

discussed this and agreed to use the tenn cout1 ordered instead when refetTing to 

individuals who had to patiicipate in service. 

I provided the facilitation team with copies of the Interdi sciplinary ommittee on 

Ethics in Human Research approval letter (Appendix B). I wanted to gi e the facilitation 

team as much information about the research study and process as possible. The letter 

states that the re earch proposal was granted fu ll approval on September 18, 2006 tor a 

one year period, however the committee suggested that the ''wording of the consent fom1 

for participants be simplified, given that some of the participant might be people with 

low levels of literacy kills" (T. Seifer, per onal communication, September 18, 2006). 
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As a team we reviewed the consent fonn as it was proposed in the original ethics 

committee application. The facilitation team felt they were able to read the language in 

the consent form and believed other parents would also be able to understand. They did 

not feel the tatements needed to be adjusted. What we did remove from the consent 

fom1 wa the multiple places individuals were asked to initial to give consent. 

Participants only had one location to either agree or not agree to participation. 

Jointly we then created questions to use as an interview question guide for parents 

(Appendix G). The questions were focused on asking about the participants' expe1ience 

with child protection, identification of services that were supported, and suggestions for 

ways in which the research could be shared with other parents. A second interview 

question guide was developed for professionals (Appendix H). Here the questions 

centered on the reactions of the professionals to the suggestions made by parents. Both 

of these question guides were used as part of the focus groups with parents and 

professionals respectively. 

I provided the facilitation team with two half days of training and information 

about the data collection process and focus group fom1ats specifically. l reviewed the 

process of using the semi-structured interview guide as a way of commencing the 

dialogue for each group; we practiced how to use all the equipment, planned who was 

participating in which group and what questions they would take the lead in asking. We 

discussed that as facilitation team members they were entitled to ask clarifying 

infom1ation from the participants. I offered to bring in other colleagues who could 

discuss presentation making skills, public peaking or any topic of their choice to make 
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them feel comfortable with the research proces . The facilitation team declined the offer 

and felt they had the necessary skills to proceed. I continually reinforced that we would 

make deci ion as a team and that their input wa valued. In order to facilitate trust 

within the team there had to be con i tency between words and action during the 

research process pecifically as it related to power. 

I believe the facilitation team experienced a ense of equality and comfort. They 

openly challenged the language in the interview guide, consent fom1 , and their efforts 

were acknowledged through amendments to the documents. The facilitation team had 

control over how they wanted to introduce them elves in the focus group e sions. All 

parties reached the conclusion that they would introduce themselves as co-re earchers. 

By the time we facilitated our first group, these women felt confident in their new roles. 

Reflecting back now I think one of the mo t important exercises we completed, as a team, 

was our discussion about why this type of re earch was important to u . It wa clear 

from the conver ation that we were like-minded in our desire to give parents a strong 

voice in child protection. The dialogue al o provided a common ground for all of us to 

return to. 

Additionally we created a field note (Appendix I) that wa u ed to record 

infonnation from the focus group. Thi field note was designed to capture data that 

might not be picked up on the tape machine. It was also to be used as back up in the 

event of a technical failure with the recording equipment. 
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3.3.4 Recruitment of Participants 

Participant recruitment followed a non-probability theoretical sampling strategy 

(Chatmaz, 2004; Dey, 2004; Dumbrill, 2006; Macnaghten & Myer , 2004; Morgan, 

1997; Rubin & Babbie, 200 I; Straus & Corbin, I 998). Recruitment was ba ed on 

individual having experience with an entry-level court order in child protection ervices. 

Individuals were selected based on their a sociation with child protection, not because 

they were representative of a larger population. While there are no hard or fast rules 

about the number of participants required for a tudy, the intent was to select a sample of 

observation that yielded the most comprehen ive under tanding of the ubject of study 

(Rubin & Babbie, 200 I). 

Parents The chi ld protection agencies acted as recruitment conduits for the study. 

Parents qualified to participate in the tudy: 

(I) If they had previou ly been ordered to participate in child protection ervtce through 

a court order known a a upervision ord r. A upervision order is the tir t entry into 

mandated service of child protection. 

(2) If the supervi ion order was six month in length or longer. Since a upervision order 

can range from a minimum of three months to a maximum of twelve month , six months 

was seen has having been ufficient involvement for individual to make comments or 

offer recommendation , on how the cutTent system of chi ld protection could be improved. 

(3) If the family file wa open after the amended Child and Family Services ct 2000. 

The criticisms of the system have been made ince the child protection legi lation wa 
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amended in 2000; therefore the situations under study were designed to explore the 

impacts of the statute. 

(4) If they had maintained a one-year period free from child protection services. The fi nal 

condition was decided upon to reduce the ri k of undue influence or coercion fo r the 

parents to participate in the research (Medical Research Council of Canada, atural 

Science & Engineering Research Council of Canada & Social Science & Humanities 

Research Council of Canada, 1998). After a one-year period parents were comfortable 

knowing their involvement in the study was independent of the agency and 

simultaneously they would have a fresh reco llection of events (Dumbrill , 2006). Any 

time sooner may be perceived by the parent as a requirement to maintaining a closed fi le 

within the child protection agency. T he one-year free of service also marks one indicator 

of success. 

Parents who fit the inclusion criteria fo r the study were selected for two reasons: 

1) First, these families did not have a choice as to whether or not they participated in 

child welfare services since they were court ordered that they be involve. Court ordered 

ervices separates child protection from other social work counselling and advocacy 

services. As such these families experienced the fi rst layer of the legal power of the 

Children's Aid Society. There was no discretionary power on the part of the parent to 

participate in services. 

2) Second, according to the literature reviewed, court ordered fam ilies are notably absent 

as a focus of research inquiry. Generally there was a mix of vo luntary and involuntary 

families in research studi es. T he absence of court ordered fam ilies sparked a curiosity 
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about the types of comments or recommendations they would make about how the 

current sy tem of child protection could be improved. 

Agencies were a ked to compile a list of families fitting the criteria. The same 

third party contact process used for the fac ilitation team was used in the recruitment of 

the parent participants. An initial contact cript (Appendix J) was used by an 

administrative volunteer, which mentioned several times that the family's status with the 

agency would not be compromised by whether or not they choose to participate, and that 

no one from the agency would know if they took part in the study (Manji, Maiter, & 

Palmer, 2005). In total eight parents patiicipated in the study. 

3.3.5 Characteristics of Participants: Parents 

In total eight caregivers patiicipated in the study. Chati # I titled Characteristics 

of Caregiver describes the type of care giving roles the participants had. The horizontal 

axis of chart # I identifies the total number of patiicipants and the vertical axis identifies 

the type of relationship the caregiver had to a child. The intersection points on the chati 

would indicate for example that patiicipant number one was a to ter parent, participants 

number two and eight were grandparents and patiicipants three through seven were 

parents. In tenns of gender even of the patiicipants were female and was one male. The 

tudy is silent in regards to diversity of the family patiicipants for no other rea on than 

the mall sample size. I felt it would be too identifying for the family patiicipants. 

Professionals might be able to link the cultural or racial identitie of the family 

participants to specific comments and detennine the name of the family pat1icipants. 
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Characteristics of Caregivers Chart #1 

Relationship to Child 

Grandparenl 

Foste1 Parent 

Pa1ent 

Total Number of Participants 

Figure l Parent Participant Profiles 

While the research did not explicitly ask why the partic ipants were involved w ith 

child protection, th rough the focus group dia logue the reasons for involvement became 

evident. The three s ignificant reasons for requiring child protection services in this study 

included: substance abuse problems, domestic violence and limitatio ns on parenti ng 

capacity due to mental health issues. 

Professionals It was di ffi cult to detem1ine who should partici pate as professional 

and under what conditions. In exploring the literature on collaborative approaches to 

research (Dumbrill & Maiter, 2004; Mannes, Roehlkepartain, & Benson, 2005 ; 

0 Connor, Morgenstem, Gibson, & Nakashian, 2005) I was reminded ofhow 

presumptuous it was to detenn ine the professional par1icipant list without consulting with 

fac ilitation team. Families involved with child protection services are often engaged with 

additional community services such as: health, education, addiction services, probation 

and parole, domestic violence counselling, First ations Services, and housing (Mannes, 

Roehlkepartain & Benson, 2005; McKenzie & Seidl, 1995; O 'Connor, Morgenstem, 
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Gibson & akashian, 2005). Hence those participants who l would see as important to 

the s tudy may not be the choice of parents. 

After consultation the facilitation team determined the following categories of 

professionals to be important to the study: intake and family service child protection 

social worker , a worker from the addictions field, a lawyer who represented famil ies in 

the cout1 proces , a worker from the mental health fi eld, and a worker from the women's 

shelter system. Once the list was established I contacted child welfare agencies to solicit 

participation of ocial workers from the identified categories as well as the legal 

profession. The members of the facilitation team took responsibility to recruit 

professionals external to the child welfare system. Each of the facilitation team member 

read a recruitment script to the potentia l candidates (Appendix K). T he only criterion to 

participate as a profe sional pat1icipant was to have case involvement with the child 

welfare system. 

Why invite professionals into the discussion at all? At first glance it may seem 

contradictory to include professionals in a grassroots, social change study. However, I 

have learned from previous research (Leslie, 2005; Pain & Francis, 2003) that exclu ion 

of a wider network can stymie social change. There are research studies pecific to the 

field of child protection that suggest the importance of fami lies, communities and 

professionals working together to improve the heal th and well-being of chi ldren 

(Callahan & Lumb, 1995; Cameron & Birnie-Lefcovitch, 2000; Mannes, Roehlkepartain, 

& Benson, 2005; McKenzie & Seidl, 1995; O'Connor, Morgenstern, Gibson & 

Nakashian, 2005 ; Rutman, Strega, Callahan, & Dominelli, 2002). In a collaborative 
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model of research, families and service providers come together with the notion that 

ameliorating child abuse is a collective responsibility (Barter, 2004b, Beresford , 2003; 

Cameron, 2003; Kufeldt & McKenzie, 2003; Wharf, 2002). 

3.3.6 Characteristics of Participants: Professionals 

In total thit1een professionals participated in the study: eight child welfare staff, 

one social work tudent2 interested in a career in child protection, one family law 

solicitor, one addiction ervices worker, one social work student interested in a career in 

addiction services and one early childhood educator. Chat1 #2 titled Characteristics of 

Professionals, describes the professional job category of the participant . The first 

column in the chart refers to the participant identification code, which numbers rows one 

through thi tieen. The next eight columns identify specific job categories. Therefore by 

looking aero sa specific row and down a column to an intersection point one can see the 

professional association of the individual. For example, reading chart #2 would be as 

fo llows: participant number one was an intake social worker, participant number two wa 

a children's services worker and participant number three was a generic child protection 

social worker. The final row is the total number of individuals in a specific job category. 

Professionals from eight different job functions participated in the study including : four 

intake social workers from child protection (one was a student), two generic social 

workers from child protection (generic here indicates a position that perfonns both intake 

and family service worker functions) , one children's services social worker, one adoption 

social worker, one lawyer who represents families, two drug and alcohol counsellors (one 

2 tudents were not specifically recruited for in the study however, the students participated as part of their 
practicum experience. T he fi e ld instructors were participants and asked pennission for the students to be 
involved in the study. 
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was a student), one volunteer coordinator from chi ld protection and one early chi ldhood 

educator. The final column represents the total number of professionals who participated 

in the current study. In tem1s of gender breakdown twelve of the professional 

participants were female and one was male. Similar to the concern with family 

participants, the study has remained ilent in terms of describing the cultural or racia l 

diversity of the profes ional staff. l concluded given the small sample size any 

identification of di vers ity may lead a reader to link specific comments and thus create an 

identifying environment. Therefore to preserve confidentiality of the profe sional 

participants, no comments have been made about the group 's diversity. 

Characteristics of Professionals Chart # 2 
Professional Association to Child Protection 

Participant Intake Generic Children's Adoption Lawyer Drug & Volunteer Early Total 

# Social Social Services Social Alcohol Coordinator Childhood 
Worker Worker Social Worker Counselor Educator 

Worker 

1 1 
2 1 
3 1 
4 1 
5 1 
6 1 
7 1 
8 1 
9 1 
10 1 
11 1 
12 1 
13 1 

Total 4 2 1 1 1 2 1 1 13 
Figure 2 Professional Participant Profiles 

The professional group was an experienced group of individuals. Chart # 3 highlights the 

number of years of experience per partic ipant. The cumulative total of years of 

experience was 14 7 years. On average each participant has 13 years of experience in the 
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child welfare sector. It is important to note that the two students have not been included 

in the calculations as their experience was a field placement. 

Chart# 3 Experience in Child Welfare Sector 

Participant# Numbers of Years Experience 

I 25 

2 22 

3 10 

4 6 

5 12 

6 6 

7 20 

8 17 

9 0 

10 6 

11 16 

12 0 

13 7 

Total 3 147 

Figure 3 Years of Experience in Child Welfare Sector 

.1 The two students have not been inc luded in the ca lculation of years o f experience in the child welfa re 
sector as their experience is a fie ld p lacement. 
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3.3.7 Data Collection: Focus Groups 

Three focus groups were conducted including a parent only group, a profe ional 

only group and ajoint parent/profes ional group. Each group se sion lasted 

approximately two hour in length. 

Parent Group The first focus group involved seven women di cu sing their 

experiences with child protection services. By focus group guidelines, the average range 

of participants per group is between 6- 10 individuals (Morgan, 1997). Therefore by 

scientific rigour the ize of the focus group was within acceptable standards. The 

research interview guide (Appendix G) was prepared and served a a tarting point for 

conversation. However, the natural dialogue of the group wa more important than a 

strict adherence to any gu ide. Two facilitation team members ass isted with the 

discussion. The location of the parent focus !,TJ:Oup was in a community room ituated 

within an elementary chool. The school had a drop-in parenting center which wa used 

to provide child care for the participants and facilitation team members. Thi it was 

selected as it repre ented a community hub setting, it was available to u e for a minimal 

donation to the chool and was an inviting place to offer chi ldcare services. 

Transportation wa provided for anyone who wi hed to attend the focus group. 

A second parent group was scheduled in the evening to accommodate working 

parents. The location for this group was an Ontario Early Year Center. Thi site was 

selected as it represented a community hub etting, it was available to use free of charge, 

it was open in th e ening, and it was an in iting place to offer childcare er ice . Three 

parent were invited to the group. Only one attended and was inter iewed. 
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Child Protection Professional Group Two weeks later a focus group wa 

conducted with profes ionals discussing their reactions to the following statements of 

change proposed by parents: 

I. Have two ocial workers assigned to a case to avoid prejudice perceptions about 
parent . 

2. Compil a parent' rights booklet. 
3. Engage in cultura l diversity training for ocial work staff. 
4. Hold fathers more accountable for fami ly issues. 
5. Locate extended family quicker when looking for foster care placements. 
6. Design a program to help teen parents and their parents raise children together. 
7. Educate young girls early about self respect to prevent involvement in violent 

relation hip . 
8. Teach parent about life skills. 
9. Put a package together that outlines all of the support program a ailable to 

parent and highlight the ones you expect parents to take. 
I 0. Develop a upport group so parent can meet to discuss their experiences with 

other parents. 
II. Create safe chat rooms where parents, chi ldren and youth can communicate with 

others who have simi lar situations. 

The prepared research interview guide (Appendix H) was u ed as a framework for 

dialogue. Thi group was held at a women' helter. The location wa a\ o elected 

because it wa seen a a community hub, was available free of charge, wa a place that 

professionals were u ed to meeting, was a afe environment for the facilitation team 

members, it was child friendly to offer child care services and most importantly, the 

location represented a reminder of a service that was often used in conjunction with child 

protection ervice . Unfortunately, while the focu group was held at thew men ' s 

shelter none of the staff were able to attend the group. This was a disappointment to the 

faci litation team. However, they understood given the shelter had just undergon a 

erious labour relation di pute. The shelter staff who had been contacted a participant 

agreed the tudy wa valuable but felt they needed to focus their energy toward resol ing 
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any service issues as a result of the d ispute. The commitment to the study by the helter 

taff wa evident a they donated space to ho ld the focus group session. T he ge ture of 

shared resources was imp01iant to the facilitation team, as domestic violence was an issue 

of concern for them. Transp01iation and childcare ervice were provided fo r the 

facilitation team member who co-facilitated the group. In total eight profe sionals 

pa1iicipated in the professional only group. 

Joint Parent and Professional Group The final group was designed to bri ng 

parents and profe ionals together to discuss their ideas on how the cun·ent system of 

child protection can be improved. Although the li terature sugge ts there is a lack of 

dialogue between famili es and professionals when introducing change o r reform within 

the child protection system, there is a body of li terature recommending dia logue between 

families, communities and professionals (Callahan & Lumb, 1995; Cameron & Birnie

Lefcovitch, 2000; Mannes, Roehlkepartain, & Ben on, 2005; McKenzie & Seidl , 1995; 

O 'Connor, Morgenstern, Gibson & akashian, 2005 ; Rutman, Strega, Callahan, & 

Dominelli , 2002). The joint parent and professional group is in response to this 

literature. This group was held at the parenting center in the original elementary chool 

location. Three of the parents from the first group agreed to participate in the fina l group. 

The parents were assured that the professionals who were invited would not be their 

previous social workers. In the end none of the families attended the joint focu group. 

Two of the family pmiicipants repo1ied their children were ill and therefore could not 

attend . The third pa1i icipant could no t be reached to detern1ine the rea on for her absence 

in the group. S ix professionals were invited to partic ipate and five attended. A work 
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related emergency prevented the sixth profes ional participant from attending the ~:,rroup. 

This group was co-facilitated by a facilitation team member. 

Focus Group ote The interview question guides were created in collaboration 

with the facilitation team. All offocu group inter iews were audio taped and 

transcribed to provide richne sin detail (Dumbrill , 2006). Re earch notes ( ppendix I) 

were taken during the focus groups to capture non-verbal infom1ation and to have data in 

case of a technical malfunction with the audiotape recorder (Cre well, 2003). The design 

of the field note wa created in consultation with the facilitation team. 

The tapes are tared in a locked cabinet and will continue to be tared for the 

statutory five-year requirement by Memorial University. At the end of the waiting 

period, the tape wil l be de troyed. Participant were assured that no identifying 

information would appear in the final analy i . 

Prior to any data being collected, all of the focus group participant igned an oath 

of confidentiality. In addition each participant signed a consent form that reflected the 

constellation of the group: consent to participate as a parent (Appendix L), con ent to 

participate as a child protection profes ional (Appendix M) and con ent to participate in 

the joint parent and professional group (Appendix ). 

As in any research study, participation wa voluntary and anyone wishing not to 

participate or who wanted to rescind his or her consent was free to do s (Medical 

Research Council of Canada, atural Science & Engineering Research ouncil of 

anada & Social cience & Humanitie Re earch Council of Canada, 1998; Rubin & 
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Babbie, 200 I). one of the participants requested to have their consent revoked. Of 

paramount concern in the study was the preservation of human dignity, pri vacy and 

p ychological integrity of those individuals who participated. To ensure ethical 

compliance, the stud y was reviewed and approved by the Interdisciplinary Committee on 

Ethics in Human Research, Memorial Uni versity on September 18, 2006 (Appendix B). 

3.3.8 Data Analysis and Interpretation Process 

The recursi.ve principles associated with PA R and grounded theory were 

influential in the data analysis process as they allowed the infom1ation to be evolutionary 

in nature (Cham1az, 2004; Creswell , 2003; Delong, Black & Wideman, 2005 ; Dey, 2004; 

Konecki , 1997; Morgan, 1997; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). After each focus group session 

the information was reviewed and the cycl ical process of refl ecting, revising and acting 

upon the information was conducted (Delong, Black & Wideman, 2005). 

More specifically, after each focus group session the data were proce sed in the 

fo llowing manner: ( I) audio-tapes were tran cribed, (2) interview notes wer typed up, 

(3) a ll data was read thro ugh by the facilitation team to get a general sense of the overall 

meaning; general thoughts were recorded at this time, ( 4) information wa re-read in 

order to assign code labels to the info tmation such as themes that were expected, themes 

that were surprising and infom1ation that addresses theoretical per pectives, (5) 

infom1ation wa re-read for a third time to ass ign more specific code to issues of social 

change, social tructure issues, social action/activity, power, helping relationship, and 

new codes that emerge from the data, and (6) after all sessions were completed a fi nal 

comparing and contrasting in and between the groups was done (Cre well , 2003; 
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Wengraf, 2004). T his labour intensive process kept us as the researchers immersed in 

the emergent nature of the data and reduced the temptation of interjecting preconceived 

categories, which are not refl ected in the reported infom1ation (Delong, Black & 

Wideman, 2005 ; Charmaz, 2004; Dey, 2004; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The researcher 

and the facilitation team conducted the data analy i review. The info rmation wa 

reviewed independentl y and then the research team convened to discuss their findings. 

As this study is about multiple voices, one of which is the researcher's, it is 

prudent to identify my biases as they influenced the data analysis process (Creswell , 

2003 ). When I reviewed the data collected, I looked for issue of ocial j ustice and 

change. I was interested in exploring the po sibili ty of improving the child protection 

system through social justice and capacity building lens (Barter, 1997, 200 I, 2004b; 

Cameron, 2003; Cameron & Bimie-Lefcovitch, 2000; Coffey, 2005; Dumbrill , 2003; 

Hertzman, 2004; McCain & Mustard, 2002; Mullaly, 2002; Wharf, 2002). After eighteen 

years of dialoguing with parents, children and social workers in child protection I have 

developed the following positions: an affinity for social j ustice and human rights, a 

prefe rence for empowerment, support for early intervention, and lobbying fo r funding 

sustainability. The current system of child protection is one, which I consider to be a 

hostile environment (Ife, 1997) because it often runs contradictory to the philo ophical 

foundations of the ocial work profession (CASW, 2003). 

To counterbalance my personal research bias, thi s study relied on the process of 

triangulation to ensure " the findings have a basis in data and are not just what is imagi ned 

or desired" (Delong Black & Wideman, 2005, p. 34). The process of triangulation or 
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cross checking infom1ation against multiple source is a fonn of data validation and is a 

method of ensuring authenticity and tru tworthiness of the finding ( re well , 2003; 

Delong, Black & Wideman, 2005). For this study the three source of data validation 

were: 

( 1) Rich thick description from original raw data. 

(2) Member checking by having the pa1iicipants review the data analysis for accuracy 

and meaning. Each parent and professional participant received two copies of their 

indi vidual statement . The tatement were a signed to a theme created by my elf with 

the faci litation team. A letter accompanied the tatements asking participant to review 

the infom1ation and return one copy with any corrections in the tamped envelope, which 

was provided. The parent participants returned three tatement . Two returns did not 

make any amendment however they added statements about how imp01iant they felt the 

tudy was to par nt . The third return involved many correction becau e the audiotape 

for this indi vidual wa very weak. I called thi indi vidual before l ent the report and 

asked that it b read carefully due to the technical difficulties. This third return filled in 

the missing gaps ofinfonnation. In tenn ofthe professional return rate, I received one. 

Thi per on made no comment other than correcting a few typing error . The second 

copy of the statements was for the individual to keep for their own record . 

(3) Peer review by members of the facilitation team (Creswell, 2003; Delong, Black & 

Wideman, 2005). The faci litation team was provided with a copy of the tran cripts to 

review independently fir t and then together a a full team. To provide a balance to the 

tindings discrepant information that ran counter to the themes wa al o reported 
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(Creswell, 2003). For example there was an expectation that the familie would only 

report negative comments about the service they received or the workers they had 

involvement with. However in this study a number of positive statements were reported 

about the child protection intervention in their live . 

(4) The facilitation team was also sent copie of the dissertation chapter for feedback to 

ensure accuracy and multiplicity of voice within the document. Additionally three 

members of the profes ional group (two intake social workers and a children services 

worker) were sent a draft copy of the di ertation for feedback. Po itive comment were 

received from both groups. Other than a few typing errors no changes were made to the 

content of the document. 

3.3.9 Ethical Issues 

Research i a powerful tool of knowledge creation and a uch carrie with it an 

ethical re pon ibility to authentically repre nt tho e who participat in it (Medical 

Research Council of Canada, atural Science & ngineering Research ouncil of 

Canada & Social Science & Humanities Research Council of Canada, 1998; Smith, 2002; 

Thomas, 2005). This current study was approved by the Interdisciplinary Committee on 

Ethics in Human ubjects at Memorial Univer ity of ewfoundland ( ppendix 8). In 

this section I will addre issues of (I) knowledge creation, (2) free and informed 

consent, (3) cultural ensitivity and (4) confidentiality. 

Knowledge Creation: The issue of subjugation is at the heart of the matter for 

knowledge creation. There are historic account of re earch mi representing the oice, 

traditions, and culture of marginalized groups (Medical Re earch Council of Canada, 
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Natural Science & Engineering Research Council of Canada & Social Science & 

Humanities Research Council of Canada, 1998; Smith, 2002; Thomas, 2005). The resul ts 

of the explo iti ve or misguided research have had demoralizing effects on those who have 

parti cipated pati icularly on Aboriginal atio ns. Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2002) poignantly 

remarked, 

It gall s us that Western researchers and intellectuals can assume to know all that it 

is possible to know of us, on the basi of their brief encounters with some of us. It 

appals us that the West can desire, extract and claim owner hip of our ways of 

knowing, our imagery, the things we create and produce, and then simul taneously 

reject the people who created and developed those ideas ... (p. I). 

The intent of this study is not only to advance knowledge of social work in the field of 

child protection, but al o to empower the participants to create social change through the 

research process itself (Potts & Brown, 2005; Strega, 2005b). 

The ethics of anti-oppressive research go beyond the simple framing of a re earch 

proposal in a manner which satisfi es an ethics committee, or an opportunity for 

the researcher to justi fy his or her actions ... There is a deliberate and acti ve 

concern fo r the research participant and the processes of oppres ion which 

conducting the research might create, or identify (Durham, 2002, p. 435). 

To be ethicall y accountable to marginalized groups it is insufficient to make room for 

"otherness'' in re earch. Instead, social work has the opportuni ty to question and 
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deconstruct the notion of epi temological privilege throughout the entire research proce 

(Healy, 200 I; herising, 2005). 

Consent: Free and informed consent is the cornerstone of ethical research 

involving human subjects and "it encompasses a process that begins with the initial 

contact and catTies to the end of the involvement of the research subjects" (Medical 

Research Co unci I of Canada, Natural Science & Engineering Research Co unci I of 

Canada & Social Science & Humanities Research Council of Canada, 1998, p. 2.1 ). 

As a demonstration of voluntariness of patticipation, parents and profe sionals were 

asked to sign a con ent form (Appendices L, M, & ) which describes in full detail the 

intent of the study, potential risks and the right to rescind personal consent at anytime 

throughout the study. Anti-oppressive research principles also suggest a clear disclosure 

of power position by the researcher (Durham, 2002; Potts & Brown, 2005). In this regard 

participants were made aware that while I am a PhD graduate student, I am also a social 

work practitioner in the field of child welfare. The disclosure of my po ition may have 

been a factor for orne participants who declined to participate due to my close 

connection to the child welfare field. While no one openly acknowledged my position a 

a concern, I am cogni ant of the issue of power in child protection. 

In accordance with the Tri-Council (Medical Research Council of Canada, 

Natural Science & Engineering Research Council of Canada & Social Science & 

Humanities Research Council of Canada, 1998) and Memorial University of 

ewfoundland' ethics review process, participants were free to withdraw their consent 

at any time during the study. This right to rescind consent can be found in two areas of 
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the study: (I) the con ent form and (2) in the recruitment script. one ofth participants 

in the study re cinded their consent. 

Cultural en itivity: has become an ever-&rrowing ethical concern particularly for 

First ations Peoples. Historically Aboriginal communities have been mi represented 

through research, which ha left devastating mark on tribal life (Medical Re earch 

ouncil of Canada, Natural Science & Engineering Research Council ofCanada & Social 

Science & Humanities Research Council of Canada, 1998; Mihesuah, 2005; mith, 

2002). Western approaches to scientific knowledge historically oppres cd Aboriginal 

traditions, language and communal life. In re ponse to the objectification of Aboriginal 

groups, the re earch community has articulated pecial considerations for re earch in this 

area. For example, the T1i-Council (Medical Research Council of Canada, Natural 

Science & Engineering Research Council of Canada & Social Science & Humanities 

Research Council of anada, 1998) policy tatement offers guideline tor good practice 

when re earching Aboriginal communitie including: (a) respect cultural diver ity, (b) 

form partnerships with Aboriginal communitie during there earch inve tigation, (c) 

involve the Aboriginal communities in the design and analysis of the research, (d) 

provide information about how Aboriginal culture will be preserved, and (e) provide the 

community an opportunity to comment on the final report before publicati n (Medical 

Research Council of Canada, atural Science & Engineering Re earch ouncil of 

Canada & Social Science & Humanities Research Council of Canada, 1998). The need 

for such a cultural statement can be traced back to the exploitation of Aboriginal tribes in 

anada, United tate and Australia (Medical Research Council of Canada, atural 

cience & Engineering Research Council of anada & Social Science & Humanities 
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Research Council of Canada, 1998; Mihe uah, 2005; Smith, 2002). In ew Zealand, 

Smith (2002) argues that it is insufficient to have a policy statement regarding a 

researcher's need for cultural competency. In tead she purports that an Indigenous 

research agenda be developed inclusive of diverse scientific procedures, diverse lanf,ruage 

and topics of concem. In essence an Aboriginal research agenda is nece sary to combat 

the homogeny of the dominant Euro-Westem re earch community (Smith, 2002). 

Confidentiality: Confidentiality and autonomy are key elements to ethical 

research. "Privacy is a fundamental value, perceived by many as essential for the 

protection and promotion of human dignity. Hence the access, control and dissemination 

of personal information are essential to ethical research" (Medical Research Council of 

Canada, Natural Science & Engineering Research Council of Canada & Social Science & 

Humanities Research Counci l of Canada, 1998, p. 3.1 ). The names of the participants 

were not used in the study; instead p eudonym were used to represent participants. The 

names of the participating organizations were protected due to the mall ample s ize of 

professional staff. All of these steps were taken to preserve the dignity and well-being of 

the individual participants. 

Confidentiality is not absolute and there are legal requirements that nece sitate a 

breach of confidentiality. Laws compelling mandatory reporting of child abuse, sexually 

transmitted diseases or intent to hann or murder are justifiable grounds for breach of 

confidentiality (Medical Research Council of Canada, atural Science & Engineering 

Research Council of Canada & Social Science & Humanities Research Council of 

Canada, 1998). These aforementioned exceptions to confidentiality were outlined on the 
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oath of confidentiality form (Appendix D) and were discussed with participant prior to 

entering into the study. 

3.4 Summary 

The method chapter provides a detailed de cription of the tep taken to conduct 

the study including the recruitment of the facilitation team, recruitment of participants, 

data collection processes and data analysis procedure . Ethical con iderations for human 

subjects are also highlighted in this chapter. Chapter four describe the results of the 

current study. 
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Chapter 4 

4.1 Findings 

"Reality is about the meaning that people create in the course o_ftheir social 

interactions: the world is not aboutfacts but about the meaning allached to .facts, and 

people negotiate and create meaning" (Strega, 2005b, p.206). 

Chapter 4 summarizes the findings from the focus group discussions from both 

the parent and professional patiicipants. Interestingly there is a convergence of ideas 

from both participant groups regarding the changes needed in the child protection system. 

Parent participants suggest eleven changes to the child protection system. These 

suggested changes were seen as positive by the professional pmiicipants. 

4.1.1 Themes from Parent Focus Group Interviews 

Overall four umbrella themes emerged from the data: criticisms of child 

protection, praise of child protection, positive interventions, and communication i sues 

between mothers and daughters. A discussion of each theme follows. 

4.1.1.1 Criticisms of Child Protection 

The criticisms of child protection services fell into four area : ( I) ocial worker 

are too judgmental, (2) there is too much discretionary power avai lable to social workers, 

(3) there was a lack of appreciation for cultural diversity; (4) fathers are not held 

accountable for their actions. 

Judgmental In terms of chi ld protection workers being too judgmental, the 

parents expressed a common sense of being judged guilty until proven innocent. This 
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sense of being on trial before the situation was thoroughly assessed was evident in 

statements such as "it is like you have to prove yourself fit or untit." One parent felt she 

had been judged for years and it started when she became a teenage mother. This woman 

stated, 

They totally judge you. They judged me for being 15 years old trying to do my 

very best. I am 27 years old now and I tried my best. Now at 27 years old I 

would not put my kid in a buggy and walk him downtown and walk around and 

then walk back home. Then when he wakes up put him back in the buggy and go 

back outside. Meanwhile he was always clean, always changed but I wa always 

out with him. I would not do that now. . .. There needs to be something for 

teenage mothers. There wasn't a foster home for teenage moms when I needed 

it, l asked. 

Another mother suggested, "I think sometimes they (CAS workers) don ' t read the file on 

purpose to try and trip you up. It is as if later on they read the file and come back and 

point out what you said before was wrong or different than your file." This ense of 

being under perpetual scrutiny was repeatedly expressed in statements such as" ... they 

totally judged the woman before they had met her' and "I asked for help but when they 

came in I felt like they dissected me." 

There was a general sense that social workers ' harsh point of view about 

parenting stemmed from not appreciating how the parents' backgrounds or situations 

historically contributed to the current child protection concerns. For example several 

parents shared that they had to leave their home in their early teens. One disclosed, 
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My mom kicked me out, I was almost 16 and I went to a friend's hou e and called 

Children's Aid. They wouldn't do anything. I lived in thi older guy's basement 

and thing got worse and worse. This may sound bad but I did not want to go to 

work, I wanted to fini h school. I did not have any money for a really nice place 

so I ended up staying with these bad people. The next the thing I knew I was in a 

vicious circle. 

This same parent offered that her mother grew up in group home and as a result did not 

have positive parenting role models. Another parent shared that in her family of origin 

she was alway babysitting her younger siblings and as are ult thi et up had an early 

expectation that he would be a parent at a young age. This woman explained, 

When you grow up babysitting you are bound to have a baby young if that is all 

you do con tantly, if you babysat your iblings. I babysat and at age 16 I was 

knock d up. I had a miscarriage obviously for a good reason. I knew that I 

would not be able to look after a child. At 18 for some reason thought I could do 

it again so I had a baby. That's what I think. I babysat all my life and I just 

wanted to have a kid. 

s the parent talked about their families of origin very few disclosed information about 

their fathers; one woman suggested that she acted up because she wa an&rry that her 

father was absent. 

Despite their circumstances of early childhood, these women poke with 

compassion about their mothers and other women who lived in dire circum tance . There 
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was an ex pre ed entiment of social inju tice for women who are judged by ocial 

workers in the absence of an offer of support. An example of this social injustice was 

found in the following comment, 

I know I am not aying your daughter, however I seen a lot of ituations like your 

grandchildren that don't know its not normal or not strange to moke omething 

in front of your children because their parents or the babysitter did it in front of 

them ... A woman was raised under the poverty line, similar to my situation. My 

mom wa an alcoholic she loved her beer. She does not do any other type of 

drug . So thi other woman wa rai ed around alcohol in the ame situation and 

she then had children. She had her children taken away by CAS and then placed 

back with her. She got stable but then sta1iing drinking again and now her 

children are gone. I had to ask the woman were you given any type of parenting 

help. What happened was the child got into something in the hou e. Wa she 

never taught to put things up? Why doe the CAS help the children and not help 

her to parent? Yes I understand that people ask for help but this woman had been 

involved. Why doesn't CAS help? I am an abused woman but no one offered me 

any type of counselling at all until I aid why aren't you helping me with 

COUll elling. 

This was followed by another example of a situation where children were removed from 

the home without support being offered to the mother, 

I saw another ituation where the children were taken and put back in and then 

something dra tic, something very detrimental happened and the child was taken 
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out. T he woman was not given any type of parenting skill , self esteem or even 

life skills. Like to put things up that are dangerous, maybe she was never taught 

that? Maybe she was brought up in a home that did not happen. How would she 

know to do this? 

Most of the pat1icipants suggested that ocial workers would feel more empathic 

towards parents and less judgmental if they could put themselves in the parent's shoes. 

One suggestion was that social workers should have children themselves. " If the worker 

had children they would understand the arguments. T hey would appreciate when I say 

this kid screams at me all day or we fi ght over ho mework from 3-7pm. If they have 

never had those arguments how are they going to know what they are about?" 

It was not that the parents were asking for absolution concerning behaviours but 

rathe r they were identifying a gap in chi ld protection services. One succinctly remarked, 

" .. . how many of these mothers have been raised in s ituations that they did not know right 

fro m wrong? T he Children 's Aid Society does not help the parent; they take thei r 

children away. Why does the CAS help the child and not the parent?" 

Discretionary Power Used by Workers Parents observed that different social 

workers exercised different levels of intrusiveness. Through the statements made during 

the group, the participants questioned how uch variations in authority could ex ist. It was 

not just a matter of intrusiveness but rather these parents fe lt their human right have 

been trampled by some social workers. Actio ns taken by social workers were de cribed 

by the partic ipants as being intrusive when they believed the worker did something 

he/she did not have a right to do. 
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Parents described a wielding of professional power into "things they have no right 

doing." For example, one mother said that she was asked to submit to drug testing. She 

said that she did not have a substance abuse problem. However, she was in a situation 

where she felt it best to compl y because she did have emotional problems preventing her 

from parenting . This particular parent said the fo llowing about her experience: 

They (CAS) have a job to do and I went along. I was in a s ituation that would 

help me out. They were helping me out by doing their job. So I followed through 

with everything they a ked me to. l was shocked at first. I had to take te ts fo r 

alcohol because if I didn ' t get it done l would be seen as guilty. If I get it done, it 

will prove that I have nothing to hide. I went and did everything they asked . 

Some of the parents recognized this woman's predicament by adding thei r experiences of 

being overpowered by CAS. One inquired how CAS could be involved with her situation 

when she was in a prenatal state. " How can CAS be involved in my life before I was 

showing?" This individual shared that her previous boyfriend, "was in jail for attem pted 

murder and was not allowed to be aro und me. So why did they stress me out for nine 

months during the pregnancy thinking that when the baby was born it would be gone?" 

Another woman shared that her famil y was in the process of adopting two little 

girls when the process was abruptly stopped based on what she describe as a 

misunderstanding. 

We were going through the proce s of adoption fo r Natalie4 (5 year ) with slowed 

development and Brianna ( 1.5 years) who had been in foster care since infancy. 

4 T he names of the chi ldren are not rea l. Pseudonyms have been used to protect confidentia lity. 
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She was developing well. Their parents were said to be developmentall y slow. 

They didn ' t provide nurturance to Natalie and did not teach her to use utensils to 

eat. She learned how to use utensil and to sit at a table with the foster parents. 

They were to be adopted as a group. The foster parents also wanted to adopt 

Brianna. We got as far as having the girl s visi t for a week. atalie came three 

days before Brianna. When Brianna came l was working part-time and my 

husband took her with him to drop me off at work. Natalie was sleeping in the 

fini shed basement that also had our bedroom and the boys' bedroom. I fo rgot that 

a worker was to pick them up about the same time I had to be at work. The boys 

were playing outside and the boys told the worker that atali e was downstairs. 

They went downstairs to her and took her. They said they knocked and no one 

answered. My daughter and my son, who were 20 and 22 year , were at home. 

They discontinued with the process of adoption. We heard the foster parents 

adopted Brianna. It seemed to me that they were just fo llowi ng the process until 

they could come up with something to fi nd fault with. 

As a remedy for professional intimidation, one parent sugge ted that they need to 

understand their rights. She suggested that if parents challenged the rationale tor the 

intervention request more often, workers would feel less free to insist on the action. She 

recalled in her ituation, 

What happened was for years and years 1 would let CAS into my house and I 

would talk w ith them and they would act as if everything wa fi ne. l put my son 

in care so I could go to treatment. l put him in for three months. He wa not 
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apprehended; I had no one to watch him. I did not like the way I was living. I put 

him in care and by the time I was fini hed treatment I had a meeting with CAS. 

They gave me papers this thick and an application to adopt him out. That whole 

time they were pretending. They acted like nothing was wrong and I am your 

friend . 

More specifically, this individual suggested that if parents sought the support of outside 

legal counsel Children's Aid workers would be less likely to randomly ask parents to 

participate in activities outside the scope of their investigation. This indi idual believed 

that knowing her rights made a difference to the way she was treated by the ocial 

worker. It wa a matter of whether" ... CAS would treat you like a victim or a suspect." 

There was a general agreement among the parents that "When CAS comes into the life of 

someone they should go by the guidelines of human rights. Sometime they are getting 

involved in situation they do not need to be. Sometimes if they left people alone they 

could work it out." 

A proposed solution to the problem was to have two workers assigned to the case. 

The parents felt at least this way there would be opportunity to discuss a ituation with 

one of the workers and there would also be proof of what was said. They wanted to 

avoid he-said, he-said s ituations, which often landed in favour of the social worker. 

There were comments that with one worker your words are often twisted around. Many 

of the participants agreed, ''You have to watch every word. You feel like you are under a 

microscope" when dealing with CAS social workers. 
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Lack ofAppreciation for Cultural Diversity Several parents felt that the 

workers lacked an understanding of how culture impacts parenting and family values. As 

a result of the cultural gap, these women again felt unfairly judged about their parenting 

skills. When it came to talk specifical ly about child protection service and culture, a 

number expressed a lack of sensitivity on the part ofthe social worker. One woman from 

a different culture suggested, 

I found when I had a social worker she had a problem in providing help because 

she could not understand how life was. She had to figure out what my thinking 

was, how I think. So we had i sues trying to relate to each other. We had this gap 

trying to relate to each other. We had this gap. 

A second woman agreed with the sentiments that cultural differences have an impact on 

the working relationship between a parent and a social worker. The second woman 

shared: 

I have lived in Toronto and I have lived here and was raised here. I have lived 

here since l was 2 years o ld. I have lived here most of my life and I move to 

Toronto and I have a black social worker. I have never seen that here. I have 

never seen a black bank teller, a black social worker, so how can this per on walk 

in my shoes? 

A third woman expressed feeling judged because a worker did not speak with her about 

her son' s tiny size. In tead the worker apparently leapt to the conclusion that he was 

under- nourished. In rebuttal to the accusation of neglecting her child, this parent stated: 
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For one thing my son is tiny. They were concerned about his size but they never 

said anything to me. If you were so worried about his condition why didn't you 

say something? 1 had to have a nutritionist say this kid is fine it is his nationality. 

Another stated that lack of cultural understanding stood in the way of access for her 

children. She declared, 

None of my kids saw each other for eight months. Eight frigging months and the 

reason for that was they were not sibling . That is documented- I went all over 

the place. Like they are not siblings. Don't tell me that, they all came out of me. 

My kids are siblings. Two are ative, one is African-American don't tell me they 

are not siblings. They think becau e they look different they are not iblings. Up 

yours! 

She explained that she was extremely offended by the worker's moral judgment about her 

family's cultural con titution. 

There was a recommendation to hire a more culturally diverse work force in child 

welfare and failing that, provide more education to the workers regarding cultural 

diversity. One family participant suggested that social workers take cour e 111 

anthropology. 

Parents suggested that racism is not only experienced in the relation hip with their 

social workers but also in their everyday life encounters. As they talked about their 

experiences with CAS, particularly feeling disempowered it was difficult for them not to 

dialogue about other incidents of racism. One stated, "When I first came to the 
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community at two years old I was the only black gi rl to be here and how can people know 

what I am going through." This same woman vivid ly recalls struggling with her cultural 

identity as a result of being bi-racial. She shared that depending on the degree of cultura l 

diversity of the community she was li ving in she was either considered black or white. 

She explained, 

What l am trying to say is that growing up here I was called the ''N" word every 

day of my life almost. I would get it from bo th sides because I would go to 

Toronto and they would say you are not black. I wa the darker hade here but 

when I would go to Toronto I was not call ed anything but then I realized who I 

was. I was not black, I was not white I am me, right. What I am trying to ay is 

how is somebody to know what you going through. They would not actually 

understand what you have lived through unless they have walked in your shoes. 

have a problem because l feel a lot of people judge me. 

This disclosure of racism opened the door for others to discuss their experience . Several 

of the mothers shared that they feel judged because they have bi-racial children. One 

mother in particular suggested that she has concern for her children and what they will 

face as a result of being bi-racial. She was concerned about her daughter being in 

cultural limbo as a result of society being sociall y intolerant. Emotionally thi mother 

shared, 

I see that for my daughter. My daughter is bi-racial and a lot of African American 

women look at her like, and then they look at me like I am a piece of shit. Then 
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they look at her, my daughter and say she would be so much cuter if she was a 

shade darker or something like that. 

Several suggested that that cultural difference contributed to orne of the isolation they 

experienced in their l ife. 

Lack of Paternal Accountability The question about paternal responsibility for 

child safety became an issue for the mothers. Many of them started to ask, ''Why is CAS 

coming to my house and not daddy's?" Some commented that women are o er 

represented in the world of child welfare and began to contemplate why that is. They 

expressed a concern that fathers are not jointly held responsible for correcting the 

situation that lead to child protection involvement. In general the participants were 

wondering, "What about the men? Are they perfect fathers?" There were examples of 

situations were there appeared to be a double standard of accountabi li ty when it came to 

the parental responsibility to protect the chi ld ren. 

What follows are some examples of this gendered phenomenon. One woman 

commented, " I wi ll just give you my side and then when are you going to see him? Here 

is something I do not understand. This father would go to England for 2 weeks and he i 

called a workingman. If I went to England for 2 weeks l would be called a bad mother." 

This mother expressed concerns that social workers arrived at different conclu ion about 

a prolonged absence from the child depending on whether or not you were the mother or 

father. It appears this woman felt her male counterpart ' s behaviour could be po itively 

expla ined whi le her action would be interpreted as abandonment. 
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A second mother added, 

People would think you are selling drugs or whoring around. You get labelled as 

a neglectful mother while the father gets to s lough it off. She has to go to anger 

management o r anything else. lfthere is anything that you want him to do, you 

have to ask him if he wants to go. 

In this second example, the woman felt there was a di fferent exertion of profes ional 

power over women and men. Her perception was that women are told what to do while 

men are asked whether or not they wish to participate in service. This perceived 

imbalance of control over women and men was an i sue the participants started to 

consider. 

A woman who had experienced differential treatment during an abuse allegation 

made a third example. 

My ex, I have two kids with him. I left him. r did not have custody; he did not 

have custody. r went to the shelter. I had kidney stones and had to go to the 

hospital. One child went to their godmother's and he went and picked up the 

other child. He then took me to court for custody of the kids. He got custody of 

my son and I got custody of m y daughter. It was all mixed up. He had them here 

and I had them there. It wasn ' t stable . Something happened years later and CAS 

came and took out three of my kids and gave those two kids to him. They did not 

even look at him. They did not give me a chance to say ' Do you know what, there 

is a child that said this happened to her. ' No one said thi child goes here and this 
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child goes there because both parents have custody of this kid. Thi child i 

saying that omething happened we need to take the child out of both of these 

homes because we need to find out what happened. But because one parent said 

thi s child said omething happened and the other parent made the report it was the 

other parent that did it. That is not fa ir. ... My daughter should have been taken 

out of my care and her dad 's care. Those kids should have all been together in 

one house. 

This particular woman fe lt that the social workers did not exercise due diligence whi le 

conducting an abuse investigation. Her argument was both parents should have to 

explain their tories wi th the child in a neutra l location. She felt that she had been 

condemned fo r an incident while her ex was released from the inj ury because he was the 

first person to make the complaint. It appeared to be a common experi ence for the 

mothers to accept responsibility for their behaviour and be responsible to explain that of 

the absent fa ther. T hese women expressed a concem that their male partners were not 

expected to an wer fo r their actions. 

4.1.1 .2 Praise of CAS 

When the study started there was a sense of trepidation from the social work field. 

Socia l workers expressed concems that this study would be another report in a long litany 

of repo1is that beat up, criticized and j udged child welfare worker . The presumption was 

that parents who were required to partic ipate in services invo luntarily would only have 

negative comments to make about the child protection ystem. In fact the oppo ite 

occuned. These parents had lots of positive statements about the social work service 
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they received. One of the most striking tories was fi·om a woman who was depre ed and 

engaging in self-ham1 ing behaviour. 

CAS became involved in my life when it became too much for me and I tried to 

commit suicide. They reacted. I never knew what CAS was about. They helped 

me. I would not have what I have now for my children if it were not for them. 

They helped me with housing, my divorce and counselling for me. They had me 

take drug tests and it was not an issue but I thought just do it because if you have 

nothing to hide the tests will come back proving this. If I refused this may have 

been seen as though I was gui lty. I took the te ts and they proved I was not taking 

anything. I found the best way to work with the agency was to communicate with 

them. 1 tollowed through with everything with no questions asked. I thought if 

this is what you need to do to make your life better for the chi ldren then do this. 

know that orne people have had a negative experience but I would not change 

anything. I would not change how you intervened, what you asked me to do or 

anything. You have a job to do and you did it. It is a difficult job and I am g lad 

that you were there. . .. You know w hat, I wou ld not have changed a thing. 

Because you know what, if 1 was on drug and I was you know this is one way of 

dealing with the ituation and they catch me they can help me. If I want my kid 

back I will do anything. When people hide things this is a problem because you 

are trying to help me. I would not change anything. I would not change any of 

the questions you asked me, I would not change any way that you went about 

getting the information. You are doing your job, and I figure you are doing your 

job not for me but for the little ones and I have to get the results for them. It is 
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short-tem1 pressure fo r a while but I w ill accept that pressure to work with you. 

That 's how I did it. 

Another stated, 

We had a good caseworker. She had a bubbly personality, always a friendly smile 

and took a general interest in how we were doing and how our grandson was 

do ing. She wanted to know about us . She did not just drop us when it was over, 

she would still say hi (in the community) if she saw us. We have seen her in 

Home Depot. At anytime she is always up. She is that kind of a person. I would 

have hated to have a snarly person trying to go through thi s. You would not get 

anything out of them. I don' t think there would be too many (like that) because 

you would not last in that scenario to r very long. It would be a hard place to work 

without getting very emotional. 

There were example in which social workers had provided in trumental support: 

"There have been times that they have turned my heat on too and I needed that because 

their father was not doing anything. You onl y have o much to li ve o n and you try to get 

otfthe system at the same time." A grandparent, who was grateful that the social worker 

guided them through a court application process, provided another example, 

During all that time period we had a caseworker who was wo nderful. As soon as 

she found out we wanted him she was all for me. When we were in court he did 

all the talking, she was great. I was amazed how fast and ea y he was able to get 

things done in court . . . . I get intimidated very easily in situations li ke that because 

you don ' t know what to say, you don ' t want to say anything wrong. Our family 
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services worker, worked very hard. o we started with a lawyer and we paid her 

$250 but then we decided by talking to other people we could do it all ourselves. 

This was easier and we did not have to pay a lawyer. With our worker' support 

we got all the paper work we needed and she directed us to the offices we needed 

to go to. Without her help this would have been a bigger ordeal. It would have 

been tougher and we would have had to use a lawyer. We would not have known 

where to go. 

The parents generally recognized that social workers had a difficult job. Some 

pa1iicipants acknowledged that their behaviour had not always been exemplary with 

workers who had been trying to offer support. For example one parent shared, 

I spoke with the worker and went up one side of her and down the other. I said to 

her that you are not doing anything. ow they were but I could not see anything. 

She sat there and took it. I had get out of my house. I left the room and wanted 

nothing to do with this poor woman. I apologized afterward. I was in denial. 

realized it was my daughter who had to make ome changes. 

Mo t suggested that the positive comments such as, " I could not do your job and be a 

social worker" could be made only after some distance of time had elapsed. Generally, 

the parents believed that they would not have made these comments upon the immediate 

discharge of their situation. One parent explains why she never called back to tell her 

workers her feelings: " I have wanted to cal l a number of workers but I haven ' t because I 

just want them to forget about me. I don ' t want to remind them of anything, I don ' t want 

them to hear my name so I don't call them." Another concuned with these sentiments 
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and shared, "Once I got cu tody of my grand on that was the end of the road for that 

situation. I would not have gone back to say anything." 

4.1.1.3 Positive Interventions 

This section outlines the factors that contributed to these par nts making positive 

changes in their lives. This study identitied the following protective factors: help of 

extended family, personal ownership of problems, external professional support, and 

supervi ed access. 

Help ofExtended Family One of the fir t protective factors that influenced the 

life tTajectory ofthe parents was the help of extended family. When CAS became 

involved in their li ves, extended families were ought out to intervene and look after the 

chi ldren. rt appears that families were influential in ways CAS social worker could not 

be. Families took charge and were able to convince the parent to make changes. One 

parent participant expres ed this point by sharing her experience of caring for her 

grandchildren. "It got to the point where they wanted us to take custody of the children. 

I said make changes now or lose the kids. She did. Now she is man·ied and everything is 

wonderful." Another grandparent stated the only reason for participating in the study 

was to make the point that CAS should be looking for fami ly fir t for child placements. 

This individual shared the devastation at finding out a grandson had been in care for a 

month without any knowledge. 

The thing I did not like was my son had to sign a contract to leave the child with 

them (CAS) for a length of time and if he took him out Children's Aid would 

have taken him. During this time period I would have suspected that CAS would 
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have contacted the family to see whether there was anyone else who would take 

him rather than put him in a foster home. That is the only reason I agreed to come 

and talk to you. I wanted to make that point. 

Families provided instrumental supports to the children, "They were so afraid when they 

came to us and once we knew they were staying we got them involved in Cubs and we 

got them into swimming lessons and gymnasti cs at the Y." Extended family also played 

a role in providing visitation between parents and children. This vi itation was een to be 

positive because it occurred in a less terile environment than an agency setting. One 

aid: 

Once a week I drop the child off at my ex's and where my son is living now. So 

they all see the child. They have him for overnight and I pick him up the next 

afternoon. It work out good for us. He (the child) loves it. He goes over and 

wrestles with his dad. 

Another explained that he used her extended family to plan her wi ll in the event that 

something happened to her. 

God forbid anything happens to me I don't want my kids eparated. My oldest 

wi II go to my mother of course and then the two kids would go to their dad 

becau e he has joint custody. So on top of joint custody I have a wil l that sits at 

my mom's house that says if anything happens to me my son will go to my 

mother and she will have all three kids initially. She can decide what to do. She 

can continue joint custody with the father but I made sure that was signed becau e 
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God forbid anything should happen to me; he could take the children. I don' t 

think he would ha1m the children. I don' t know because I didn ' t think he would 

hurt me. 

The woman who wrote her will disclosed that she had been abused by her ex partner and 

wanted to ensure her children's safety. 

Personal Ownership of Problems Parents a lso stated that as a direct result of 

CAS intervention they took personal ownership for thei r problems. While they admitted 

this ownership did not come immediately, somewhere through the process they 

acknowledged to themselves that they had personal responsibility for their situation. The 

parents shared how they made the transfom1ation. One stated, " I built a home and never 

tore it down like a foo l." When l asked what this statement meant, she replied, 

Not running away from situations or running to a shelter. I have not been abused 

in 2 years. The children's father is still in the ir li ves but now if he comes around 

and I don ' t want him around I tell him. I stand up for myself. l am not afra id of 

him. l see that anytime a woman gets in a situation where CAS is involved life is 

up and down. Their kids are gone and it 's too late. She would lose her housing 

and everything. It even tells you in songs that a foolish woman tears down her 

house whereas a wise woman will rebuild. l fo und that every time l tore down the 

house I lost everything I would have to start all over again. That's all l wanted 

was a home. 
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Another shared that he had to make change in order to take per onal ownership over the 

ituation, 

Stuck with family and threw away my friends. It was my friend that brought me 

down. Even though I would still talk to them I would not feel ecure in the 

relationship. I could not tell them anything anymore becau e A was finding 

out because of my friends. Then CAS would ask if I had said this or that and I 

would say no, and I had but not to the extreme that CAS was accusing me of. I 

said something along those lines, ye . How would they find out about that if my 

friend did not tell them? 

When the parents admitted there were problem and could see their role in it, they were 

able to see that ocial workers were just doing their jobs. Any of the parents who 

recognized their part in the problem were only able to do so in hind ight. The e parents 

had not been involved with child protection ervice for over a year. 

External Professional Support When the parents felt that CAS wa 

overpowering them it was helpful to have outside support. Legal counsel was cited as a 

primary source of upport when CAS appeared to be heavy handed. One shared: 

Once you do get a lawyer then CAS gets that, 'oh she know her right attitude . . . 

I find sometimes that when they would deal with me at first I would ense that 

this person doesn't think I know my right . How many teenage parents don't 

know their right ? 
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There were other influential community leaders that the participants u ed to help 

advocate for change. One woman shared her experience of being placed in a hotel with 

her children as he fled an abusive pariner. She stayed at the hotel because this was the 

overflow arrangement used by the women's shelter. 

When I was living in the Rose Town Hotel, a shelter in Brampton, people were 

not sympathetic to my needs. I was treated like a drug addict who lost all her 

money, and lost her home when r was in a shelter. There were two bars in the 

shelter. I found out after because I went to the MPP and the Mayor about the 

situation. My children would see drug raids while I was feeding them dinner. 

Ontario Works ran the shelter. The government put a billion dollar into the 

shelter, to shelter children and it was being run by a couple of crack heads. It was 

a crack environment and there were guns and raids in the basement. This was 

Rose Town Hotel which was an overflow from the shelter. So when there was no 

room in the shelter they would put you here. There were 40 beds. My children 

would see these things; so I just wrote to the Mayor and the MPP one time and 

said I need out of here right now. After this l had the Ontario Works supervisor 

call me and ask how we can help. Before this they (Ontario Works) did not et 

me up with counselling or anything. l was an abused woman. 

Some of the parents were resourceful in finding community support to help improve the 

relations with CAS or improve their living arrangements. One women in particular was 

an advocate of calling upon others to help fight for her human right . 
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Supervised Access Supervised access by CAS was seen as helpful especially in 

situations of domestic violence or when an extended family member could not cope with 

the behavioural antics of the parent. One mother succinctly remarked, 

Supervised access was helpful when I was in a custody battle with my children's 

father. He wanted to see the kids when he wanted to see the kids. I would say you 

can' t just come when it is late and see the kids. So to avoid all that headache it 

was helpful to have the visits at the center. This way I am not part of it and the 

worker at the center is responsible. 

Another agreed that participating in supervised access was helpfu l when it was ananged 

by CAS because it reduced some of the family tensions. 

We were a bit di fferent because we decided when the vis its would be. We had to 

make different access an angements. Our daughter used to vi it at our house but it 

got so bad that she thought we were stealing her kids. I would drop the chi ldren 

off fo r two hours and then pick them up. This way I was not involved in any of 

the an angements. 

While everyone's experience with supervi ed access was not positive there were 

instances in which participating in the service was helpful. 

4.1.2 Communication Barriers between Mothers and Daughters 

It was interesting that many of the mothers di scussed their early relationships with 

their mothers. Many acknowledged growing up w ith a lack ofinfonnation about 

relationships, parenting and general elf-care skills regarding body change . One 
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suggested one reason for the lack of knowledge wa a ocial taboo. She de cribed her 

mother as being" ... brought up in a generation that did not talk about it and her mom was 

probably the same way." This parent empathically added, "My mom was brought up in a 

,61fOup home and at sixteen how was she supposed to know." Another recalled her mother 

"was always hush hush about everything." Not only did these parents guess at a lot of 

things them elves concerning puberty they also recalled helping others who were also 

struggling. One woman shared: 

... a girl who I have known ince before she became a Crown Ward and both of 

her parents where alcoholic, severe where she had nothing. All of the money 

went to alcohol. They had nothing but a couch and a table. My mother is an 

alcoholic but she took care of us. We came first before her booze. This poor girl 

was 12 years o ld and had nothing. I had to tell her you know what you have a 

beautiful smile. You have to brush your teeth every day. She was not being 

taught to brush her teeth. She needed to be taught about hygiene. 

On the other end of the continuum were examples in which the parents struggled 

and fought with their mothers. One reflected upon her relationship as a teenager with her 

mother. She told a compelling story, 

I was a teenage mother. I had my daughter at 15 and my mother and I have never 

been able to get along. My mom would call CAS if I did not want to babysit my 

little si ter. She would call CAS and say that I am out in a blizzard and drinking 

and doing drugs. I have experimented with alcohol but l am not an alcoholic. I 

have smoked pot three or four times and l have almost died each time and never 
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had any in the house, but my mom would call CAS and say I was doing this stuff. 

For teenagers they have a lot of problems. Teenagers and their parents are butting 

heads all the time. . .. Parents say ' I want you out of my hou e and guess what you 

are not taking the baby because this kid is perfect.' ow you are the bad guy and 

they want you out. ... CAS comes in and says 'oh you are being so bad not 

listening to your mother or obeying the rules.' ... I think CAS should have made 

me and my mom go for support. All the people in the house hould have to go for 

counselling. l was trying to be a good parent. .. I was telling my mother I did not 

want to be the mother of my sibl ings. I was also trying to say to her that you are 

not perfect. 

Despite their history, these women were determined not to repeat their experiences with 

their children. They wanted to break the mould of si lence about relationships, sex, and 

puberty with their children. They de cribed themselves as being open and frank with 

their children. One suggested," ow this is the generation that our voices will be heard 

and our kids will know." 

4.2 Professionals' Responses to Parents' Recommendations 

In total eleven recommendations (Chart # 4) were made by the parents. These 

recommendations were presented to two groups of professionals for di cuss ion. While 

the professional participants accepted all of the recommendations, it was really the first 

five recommendations that caught their attention. This section will focus on the 

professional response to the first five suggestions. 
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Chart# 4 Recommendations of Change to Child Protection Service 

Parental Recommendations 
I. Have a holistic approach, which includes two workers to avoid prejudiced perceptions 

& improve worker/family communications. 

2. Compile a parents' rights booklet for parents outlining: what they can expect from CAS 
intervention, the appeal processes, the right to ask questions, and guidelines for social 
worker conduct. 

3. Cultural Diversity Training for Social Workers. 

4. Hold fathers accountable for family issues. 

5. Locate extended family quicker for child placements in spite of parental resistance to 
the idea. 

6. Design a program to help teen parents and their parents raise children together. 
7. Educate young girls early about self respect to avoid future violent relationships. 

8. Teach parents about life skills. 

9. Provide information about community resources upfront for parents. 

10. Create situations where parents can meet to discuss their experiences with other 
parents. 

1 I. Create a membership safe web site so parents, children or youth can chat with others 
who have been in similar situations. 

Figure 4 Recommendations made by parents 

4.2.1 Have a holistic approach to child protection service. 

In this recommendation parents specifi call y asked that they be assigned to two 

socia l workers. The reason for this was to avoid a situation in which the parent was 

pitted against a social worker. There were times in which families felt that social workers 

twisted their words, or that there was a personality conflict between themselves and the 

social worker. One parent gave an example of how having two social workers worked 

for her. " When two workers came to the house I did not like the first one because she 

was the first one to talk to me; so I focused on the second worker. We are now best 
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friends ." The anticipated outcome of this suggestion was to improve communication 

channels between the social worker, parent and other service providers. Additionally the 

caregivers believed having a second person as igned to their family could act as a 

mediator during times of disagreement. 

Professional Response 

In tenns of having two social workers assigned to a single family the reviews 

were mixed. There were social workers who suggested they had been advocating for 

such a system of ervice for years. One social worker reported, "I am in I 00% favour of 

that a ll the way, all the way." When I asked for a clearer explanation this person said: "It 

gives the parent a chance to be heard by the worker they perceive to be more reasonable." 

This sentiment was echoed by another who suggested, "For the same reasons that have 

been identified in the recommendation, so you have two sets of eyes, two ets of ears and 

two sets of ways oflooking at the situation. Also for safety . .. we are walking into the 

house blindly." Other felt that having two social workers on the same file was good 

case management service. "We would go out a lot together and it would work well for 

coverage too. You get to know the other per on's case load and feel more comfortable 

dealing with the fami lies when they call in." 

The que tion was put to the social worker , if this system wa so desired, why i it 

not in place? " If you do it you are enmeshed." Several con finned that their supervisors 

had told them they were too involved in someone else's case. While other reported that 

their supervisors had suggested, " It is not good time management." One felt that " the 

logistics of as igning two workers was not going to work." One fina l reason for not 
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having two social workers assigned to a family situation was the potential for families to 

feel intimidated. One professional suggested, "Can you imagine two social workers 

coming to your door? You would think they were coming to take my kids." In response 

to the intimation factor one worker suggested, "I think the perception need to change 

slightly because if you see two workers and the police then they should start thinking 

something is up." 

The issue of trust was at the base of this suggestion. There were times that 

parents felt that social workers had taken their statements out of context. Interestingly, 

one professional summarized this state of distrust between families and social workers 

within the dichotomy of the Child and Family Services Act. 

The Child and Family Services Act (CFSA) has set up two roles and they are 

service provider and investigator. .. To be a service provider. .. you have to create 

an environment of trust with the parents. You have to be able to get them to tell 

you about what is they need, what is the problem that has caused the situation that 

created this incredibly powerful state organ to step into their lives. At the same 

time you are writing down everything they say. [t is going to appear in an 

affidavit. When I was a lawyer for parents I would quite candidly tell my client, 

'Don't tell them a thing, they are not your friends. They are not there to help you. 

They are there to take down everything you say and everything you ay will 

appear in an affidavit in court.' What you are talking about is the primary 

obligation. Why should a parent trust you at all because you come through the 

door and scoop their kids? Then you tell them here is what you have to do. They 
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are looking at you like, 'get the fuck out of my house and give me my kid back on 

your way out. ' How do you resolve that conflict? 

To assist with this dichotomized state of service thi s individual suggested each agency 

have two branches, a support branch and an investigati ve branch. 'The inve tigative 

branch is going to interrogate, review, go behind the scenes and talk to thi rd party service 

providers to collect evidence. The support branch w ill di scuss what caused this problem, 

why are you here, what services do you need and how can we help you get them?" 

Some social workers believed that the assignment of two social workers was 

already in place. For situations where children are in care there is a built in assignment of 

two social worker . There is a specifi c social worker to ass ist the fam ily and there is a 

separate social worker to support the chi ldren in care. One social worker also pointed out 

that each social worker has a manager. Thi s person reflected, "There i a manager; so 

there is your second worker. The workers are not making these deci ions independently 

and if they are they need to be reined in. There is another individual on the fi le." 

4.2.2 Create a parents' rights booklet 

In making this recommendation caregivers were hoping a clear document could 

be created that would explain the following items: what can be expected from CAS 

intervention, what questions you should be asked regarding service deli very, what code 

of conduct limits the social workers and, what appea l processes are available. This 

recommendation was made as a result of caregivers being concerned about the vast 

discrepancy in power exercised over them depending on their assignment of ocial 

worker. One parent arti culated the concern by suggesting, ''A lot of what they (CAS) 
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say is twisted. It is not written down the way you mean it ... It would be helpful if 

omeone knew the info rmation inside and out and could talk from a parent's 

perspective." 

Professional Response 

T here were discussions about the content and then the process of info rming 

parents about their rights. All of the sentiments about the parents' rights booklet were 

positi ve. Most of the comments were similar to those of one professional who tated, " I 

think it is a great idea because I think a lot of people have misconception about CAS. 

There is always this fear about CAS. They are there to help you." There was an 

acknowledgement that infom1ation was fragmented about the services of CAS. For 

example, one wondered: 

Is there something, for example if you apprehend a child on the weekend which I 

have done, is there something we can leave with the family if they have never 

been involved before. At what point does the family fi nd out we have five days to 

be before the court. Do you know what I mean? I say here is my card and you 

will hear from someone on Monday ... I try to educate them at the time .. .. They 

may be drunk at the time or stressed and not able to hear that. Is there something 

in writing we can give them which would be awesome? So that when we walk 

away they are left with some info rmation about thi s is what your rights are, this is 

what is going to happen, and thi s is what you can do. 

Social workers within the system struggled with the same issue as the parents regarding 

the need to have a booklet explaining the child protection system. 
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Professionals acknowledged there are si tuation that clearly have information 

available to families. One of the si tuations in which infonnation is avail able occurs when 

a child is brought into the temporary care of the CAS. " I know that for temporary care 

agreements there is an attachment package that is available, although it is in legal term " 

This social worker went on to explain what is included in the information package and 

how cumbersome it is. 

There is a statement about how to contact your worker for access. There are all 

sorts of parts in the temporary care agreement (TCA) that ta lk about the rights of 

the child and the parent and the obligations of the agency. It breaks it down a 

little differently. At the end of the day what if I want to complain or withdraw. 

That is the biggest part for parents, what if I don' t agree anymore? Trying to 

explain to parents well it says five days and 2 1 days; so in five you have the right 

to write me a letter. For example if June I you write me a letter and on June i 11 

you want kids back. ft is a lot to mull through. So if there was somebody that 

could be called upon, maybe not someone who i not in the legal sen e but 

somebody that has a good articulation of the process who is willing to talk to the 

parent. Maybe someone who ha been through the proce and someone a parent 

can call and say I am not sure about this and I don ' t feel comfortable asking my 

worker. 

The new complaints procedure was a second example of information that was available 

to parents. Despite the fact that this procedure was now in the new legislation, not many 

ofthe professionals were sure how it all worked. Some social workers knew that the new 
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complaint procedure involved a hearing that was chaired by an internal Director of 

Service and involved a third party community member. So even though this process was 

supposed to be clear, it was not yet well articulated to the staff. 

One participant suggested that even if you have a booklet this will not deal with 

the issue of personality conflicts. 

The only thing missing from a booklet might be that if you truly felt there was a 

personality clash. If we go through a booklet you are still going to be met with 

resistance when it comes to making that complaint. I wish in all honesty people 

could say it is you and me and we have a personality conflict. I think you will 

still meet with resistance when it comes to filing the complaint. Who will try to 

solve it? Then it will go to a director but it feels to me that it is always left to the 

parent to suck it up and deal with the worker no matter what because they are 

going to support their team member. l wish there was a way that this could be 

changed. I don't feel if l butt heads with someone and stand my ground, the 

parents should have to deal with it alone, and there should be a neutral third 

body .... I still think as a parent if I was butting heads, I feel like I should have the 

right to say I want someone else. I am prepared to work it out but for God's sake 

give me someone else. 

This individual was articulating the need for the child protection system to understand 

that personality clashes are a legitimate complaint and that families should have the right 

to ask for a new worker. "There are people who have personality clashes and they should 

have the right to say I really don't like you; so working together will not be helpful." 
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One ocial worker recalled the struggle that occurred when the agency wanted to 

create a ri ght booklet fo r children in care. Individual social workers apparently argued 

that the task of creating a booklet was too overwhelming because there was so much 

infom1ation to share. The question became, where do you start to discuss the rights of a 

child in care? This person recalled the fo llowing experience of writing the rights booklet 

to r children, 

I certainly can remember the trials and tribulations of getti ng the child's rights 

into a book. T he argument was that there are o many rights and so many ways of 

writing it, it was not possible. Well we finall y did wri te it and the children get a 

book. The child can read it and understand the complaint procedure. So why 

don' t we have a fl yer that is written w ith workers and famil ies about what it is 

like to be involved with the CAS. Just some kind of a booklet and keep it simple. 

Several suggested one of the ways of simpli fying the daunting task of wri ti ng a parents ' 

rights bookl et was to con ult with parents who have been through the system. 

The professional group believed there was merit to having parents be trained as 

advocates to help other parents through the proce of CAS involvement. One social 

worker felt it would be advantageous to have parent or a commun ity member talk with 

parents involved in child protection services. This person remarked: 

Having an advocacy person that we can say is volunteering their services in the 

community who is totally neutral but has an understanding of the Chi ld Welfare 
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Act and can answer parents' questions would be wonderful. I don't know legally 

how this would fit ... but process wise it would be helpful. 

There was discussion about the parent's right to understand informed consent. Did a 

parent have the right to refuse to disclo e infonnation and if they did refuse what are the 

consequences to them? One suggested, 

Essentially when a client is asked to sign a release of infom1ation they will sib'11 

consents under a TCA (Temporary Care Agreement) to allow CAS to deal with 

service providers and get infom1ation. That has always struck me as odd and that 

has been my argument. Why would anyone who has to attend a drug counsellor, 

doctor, therapist, sexual abuse counsellor, psychologist, or psychiatrist, sign 

anything to allow the person they perceive to be on the other side of the equation 

information that is going to cut the legs right out of the treatment right away? 

They will stop talking to their coun ellors; they will stop talking to everyone . .. I 

understand the need for information but this need is going to completely curtail 

someone' s recovery. It seems to be a self-consuming request that is just going to 

set everybody up for a long litigation. 

One of the parents agreed with the paradox of consents, "This is what l have been trying 

to say. People will not say anything because they know it is all going to CAS. They will 

pretend everything is alright." Social workers then debated the merits of a risk 

assessment in the absence of infom1ation. An outside counsellor suggested that social 

workers ask for progress reports only and trust the service provider will fulfill their 

obligation of duty to report if there are any issues. 
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What makes the issue of parent ' rights so complicated and daunting to explain is 

the fact that individual circumstances may cross several legislati ve statutes. The rules of 

conduct and disclosure are not always consistent with one another. One professional 

shared an intere ting twist that at times the legal community wi ll use the threat of CAS to 

prevent a potential surety from posting bail. This person's point was that even if the CAS 

makes the best attempts at explainjng the process of involvement, the support services 

they offer, there are other forces that can sabotage the agency's positive profile. This 

makes the understanding of personal rights in child protection diffi cult to comprehend. 

An example of how legislation can be used against families was demon trated in the bail 

hearing proces . The fo llowing story wa shared, 

The Crown will very often, especiall y if it is a woman with children at home, say 

' are you comfortable with the fact that someone may need to call the CAS 

becau e what you are saying is that thi person who is a criminal will be livi ng 

with you.' The purpose (of the statement) is not about community service but 

rather an attempt to di squalify the person. The point is that we see that echoed in 

other paris of my consultation with people. People who are living in the 

economic margins of our community al o tend to be the cl ients of the society and 

Ontario Works. What happens is they are used as weapons against one another. 

You pissed me off so I am go ing to call about your kid even if there is nothing 

wrong, but you will have a social worker. So the perception that CAS can be u ed 

as a weapon not only amongst the cl ientele, but also from professionals such as 

the crown 's offi ce is real. They use the threat of duty to repo t1 not for the 

intended purpose but to disqualify a surety. 
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As this last example illustrates, it is no wonder that families arc not always ure where 

they stand with CAS if, in fact, the legal community uses CAS as an intimidation tool. 

These professionals suggested that despite what information maybe available, its 

dissemination was not equally applied by each social worker. One social worker 

acknowledged that it is a professional obligation to share as much infom1ation as possible 

with the parent. 

I would like to think that there is a lot more re ponsibility that could be placed on 

workers. I am reading what's available so I am not tainted by it at all. This is 

what my obligation is anyway. So by sharing this infonnation it is not going to 

hinder the process. I believe it comes back to the worker to explain the process 

and say you need to tell your fami lies it is their right to know. 

It appeared that the professional response to the suggestion of a parents' rights booklet 

was positive. In fact several concluded that the booklet could be written as a team 

approach by "Asking parents what they think would be helpful to know." Professional 

pa11icipants also suggested including a consult with a lawyer and a literacy expe11. 

4.2.3 Cultural Diversity Training for Social Workers 

Parents spoke strongly about the need to hire a more culturally diverse work force 

in child protection and secondly, the parents felt social workers lacked knowledge in the 

area of cultural diversity. One parent suggested that social workers take courses in 

anthropology. It appeared that the parent participants were tired of being the ones who 
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had to explain any cultural differences concerning parenting practices. As one parent 

suggested, 

I don't see a lot of black workers and I have a African American daughter. If I. 

stat1ed talking about the Rasta religion the worker is going to say what? I should 

not have to expla in my culture. She hould have to understand where I am 

coming from. 

Aside from gaining knowledge about diverse cultures, these parents were also hoping that 

social worker would appear less morally righteous about multi-racial family 

compositions. 

Professional Response 

The recommendation about cultural diversity created a great deal of di cussion 

among the professional pat1icipants. Some of the initial responses to this 

recommendation suggested that workers could not possibly know everything about every 

culture. One questioned, 

I wonder what the spectrum is, not to be negative about the issue because I do 

believe that having cultural sensitivity is important. What scope are we talking 

about? I don't have the time to go to training to learn about specific culture . Is 

that something we should take on our own? Our agency has been ensitive to the 

Native population. I don't know how I can be diverse to every possible scenario 

and maybe that is not what is being a ked. 
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Others concuiTed that becoming cultura lly sensiti ve was a large commitment. One 

be li eved the request to have worker conversant about diversity matters was" .. . fair 

enough but the reality is in our community there are potentially a hundred cul tures so one 

person can' t be an expert on every culture." 

One professional examined the recommendation of cul ture through a fi lter of 

power. To thi s person culture was not just about knowledge but it wa about how cu lture 

is interpreted in making child protection assessment . The person described the 

fo llowing situation concerning an issue of child neglect. 

The situation especially for child protection where you go into someone's home, 

you have almost all the power. More or less they are sitting there waiting to hear 

what you have to say. You are e ither going to say yes or no to keeping their 

children. You have to create the environment where they feel safe enough to tell 

you why they did things a certain way. One example where a fi le had been 

transfen ed from a worker and the previous worker raised the issue of the chi ld 

having no attachment. The child was left and had a fl at head in the back. We 

went in and I thought what is wrong with that? I asked the interpreter and this 

person asked the parent. She said that is the way they do it and that is the way 

that I know. There is a tribe from my background that we identi fy them by the 

shape of their head. They believe the best way to place the child is on the back to 

create the identity. As soon as you see the shape of the head you can tell exactly 

the tribe they come from. Without asking the question the assumption was the 

child was left. You need to create that room to give the parent permi sion to have 
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the parent tell you the alternative. Other than that we are going to fo ter the point 

we are judgmental if we charge in like that and come to the conclu ion this is 

what was done to the child. 

This comment wa a wonderful example of how one situation can be either believed to be 

child neglect, yet with a different cultural lens it can be interpreted a tribal identity. One 

person suggested that there is increasing pressure on social workers to be culturally 

literate and know more about a lot of issues now more than ever. This same individual 

suggested, "I think we need to say to parents I am not an expert so help me understand so 

when I make decisions I will know. We also need to be respectful about it. If you do 

not know own up to not knowing but be respectful of people's want and wishes." 

One comment suggested that culture diversity is partially about training but it is 

also an opportunity to become critical thinkers about difference. This individual 

challenged the profes ional group to consider cultural understanding was not only about 

gaining as much knowledge about as many cultures as possible, but rather change the 

lens through which you judge family action . This individual shared the following 

commentary about culture and social work practice in child protection. 

I don ' t think that you are conscious about a comment you made. When you made 

the comment you don ' t have the time to go to all the training. Thi is a very 

negative image to give out to someone who i ditTerent. What you are aying, is 

minimizing their situation by that comment. I go to training about domestic 

violence; I have not been exposed to it. I go to training for other things. As soon 

as you say a thing like that you are minimizing the person 's situation. Just be 
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mindful of that. When it comes to diversity there is no way that anyone can go 

around and become fami liar with how all these things should be done. It is a 

training to give you a view that there is another way of doing things other than 

your way. People do things differently in their context as opposed to your . How 

best do you deal with the differentnes of the other view? Per onally what I tell 

people- the best way to deal with the other v iew is to ask the other per on. I do 

not know in your situation what do you or wil l you do. The other person will give 

you the information. Then you can say this is the bottom line. The question is 

how do we blend the two? So you are open, you give yourself the open

mindedness to see how best you can work with the per on of the other view . 

. . . The interpreter gave an example of a parent putting the chi ld in the room and 

other people came in and this chi ld was open to anybody. They thought it was 

because this child had no attachment to the parent. l said this may not be the case 

there are other cultures where thi child could be exposed to large extended 

families how many uncles and aunties and cousins and what not. Therefore they 

do not have the same inhibitions to strangers as someone who was raised in a 

different context. You need to ask why this child is so free with everyone and 

you need to asses it. It is this way of thinking that there is a different way of 

doing things other than my way. 

It would appear that cultural diversity training is a complicated matter. As this topic 

elicited very strong reactions from both parents and professionals this is an area of joint 

planning in the future. The following question wa posed to the professionals concerning 

cultural training, is there a role for families to become trainer ? The responses to the 
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question of parents as isting child protection workers understand cultural diver ity was 

well received by the professional group. 

4.2.4 Hold fathers accountable for family issues 

Several of the mother believed that women and men were held to different 

standards of accountability when it came to the protection of the children. The 

recommendation was for CAS social workers to speak wi th male patiners about their role 

in the family dysfunction. More importantly the mothers wanted their male partners to 

enrol in intervention programs as they were expected to. 

Prof essional Response 

The professionals believed that they were holding fathers to equal standards of 

accountabi lity. Some suggested, because of confidentiality issues, it might seem that 

they were not holding the male counterparts as responsible. This new examination of 

responsibility wa explained by a social worker in the following manner, 

I think what is missing is we do not always convey what we are doing with the 

other half of the family. There are parts of our work that we are not at liberty to 

discus . Th re should be an expectation that everyone is accountable because 

they are all accountable for the children. We are limited at times about what we 

can share ... In this one case it is a recent separation and both sides of the family 

saying you are not telling them what they the other side is doing. They say I am 

tel ling you A, 8 , C about him/her and you are not telling me anything about 

him/her. I say it is not your business what l decided to say or do at the other end 
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but fee l assured that I have addre sed it. I am not going to give you informat ion 

so you can go to your lawyer and throw it all in the mix and vice ver a. 

The explanation of apparent inequity in social work expectation needs to be de cribed 

instead as a lack of transparency due to regu lations sutTounding confi dentiali ty. 

Another socia l worker suggested that perhaps there was some gender inequality at 

play by virtue of how the files were o pened. This worker commented that until recently 

all of the complaints that come to the agency were li sted under the mother 's name even if 

the call was specific to the father. An example of this gender specific practice was 

provided. "Now if the complaint i about dad, then the fil e wi ll be opened under his 

name. If a repot1 comes in that says that dad hi t Tommy with a belt traditional ly the ti le 

would have gone under mo m. Now the new legis lation states the file should be open 

under dad." 

There was one example cited that suggested that a father experienced the CAS as 

be ing too suppot1ive of his wife, or rather "too mo ther" suppot1ing. T he social worker 

who recalled the situation explained, "Strangely enough in the last two weeks we have 

met fathers who have said you expect us to do everything and you [the workers] are too 

mother sided ." When I asked if this repot1ed s ituatio n was the norm, the social worker 

acknowledged that the situatio ns were atypical and generally" .. . we hear more often that 

fathe rs are not being held accountable ." 
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4.2.5 Locate extended family sooner for chi ld placements 

From a caregiver perspective the recommendation to find family placements was 

quite compelling. One parent was adamant that the only reason fo r partici pati ng in the 

study was to convey the message to social workers that children should be placed with 

family immediately. Thi person's w ish wa for the child to be spared the agony of going 

to strangers. The fo llowing explains this person's passion about the is ue. 

Look for famil y right at the start in tead of having to go th rough all the rigmarole 

of foster care. It would save familie and probably a lot of money too. Foster 

care is probably very expensive . . . I do not know how much resources they have. 

You have to throw something like that into the ti re and get working on it. They 

have to get people out on it. .. They should contact everyone in the child 's 

immediate family and find out if there is a placement. 

The expectation from this individual was simple, leave no stone unturned when it comes 

to the continuity of family care fo r a child. 

Professional Response 

It appear the timing of this recommendation is on track with the new child 

welfare legislation. The majority of social workers were in favour of th is uggestion. In 

fact the professional parti cipants said that looking for fam il y placements was thei r 

preference; however there used to be baiTiers that prevented the earch. One said: 

Under the old legislation we could not ask any family members about a placement 

if the parent stated there was no fam ily but now we can ... Previously parents 
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could say you can't contact my family. We couldn't call the family. Now we can 

call Aunt Betty and ask if they are interested in looking after the children. ow 

families can choose if they are able to care for the child not just the parent saying, 

no, we can't call. 

Parent's refusal to allow social workers to contact extended family was not the only 

reason why family was not contacted early in the court process. One professional hed 

the following insight as to why some family members may not have felt they had the 

right to intervene and ask for the child to be placed with them. 

Under the old legislation one of the perceptions you used to get, that a society 

took a chi ld in care and someone would say is there a father involved or i there a 

grandmother involved? The perception used to be, wel l, the child has been in 

care and a protection application is before the court. So if they are going to find 

out they will find out. If they are interested they will put in a plan of care. There 

has been a shift to actively seeking families out fi·om the pa sive thinking, if they 

are interested they will make an effort. What I found in court often as parents' 

counsel is parents will also take on the same template. My son or daughter ha 

been taken into care and you ask is there anyone who can take the child instead of 

a foster parent? The parent often says I don't know because no one is stepping 

forward. o one seems to matter or no one eems to care. I think there is very 

much a feeling that once the child has been taken into care there is a stigma and it 

almost engages a quasi-criminal situation. There is shame or a feeling that 

because of the shame that my family, my mother, my ister will not help me 
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because I have screwed up and this is my punishment, if you will, or my thing to 

go through. I think there is this patina of guilt that you get that is very similar to 

criminal guilt ... They were giving it up at the get go ... They [extended family] 

did not feel they could because they did not get served any documents. They are 

not involved in the court process. They did not think they could come forward. 

They assumed once the child was apprehended they were locked out of it. 

The approach to locating families has apparently changed and now the expectation is that 

family, the child protection agency, and any extended family together will plan for the 

child in question. 

One of the ways that active joint planning is occulTing is through a process called 

Family Group Decision Making (FGDM). This process has been described in the 

following manner, 

Very recently I have been involved in the family group decision making process 

and it is working. The child has been in care for one year. Miraculou ly the 

FGDM facilitator managed to find all sorts of family from the woodwork and you 

know, neighbours. What we have is two drug dependent parent who were clear 

there was no one to look after this child but now all kinds of people available to 

look at1er this child. I see this point is very, important. It is very positive and 

family oriented .. . They try to keep to it down to two workers that is the manager 

and the family worker- so that it becomes the client determining what is going to 

happen to the child. It is very much the focus on the family deciding what is 

going to happen to the child and how the child will leave our care and be returned 
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to family. The proces [took] six hours. The entire six hours was the family and 

the extended family deciding what is going to happen to the child and how it is 

going to be done. Obviously we gave pretty clear messages about the bottom line. 

Now what happened in that meeting was lots of crying, lots of happy joy, people 

coming out saying thank you to the workers. We received lot of thank ti·om 

everyone for something that has been very difficult for the Ia t 12 months. I know 

the new legislation is very hard. Emotionally I am feeling it because there is a lot 

of pressure on workers. Seeing what is happening with Family Group Decision 

Making, I ay bring it on! Let's get more and more of that ... I think it will answer 

lots of questions that families have because it is geared to familie . 

To demon trate how family focused the FGDM process is someone who participated in 

the event made the following observation. 

And the intere ting thing that I saw was great aunt someone or grandpa take 

charge. They aid you need to make some changes; here is what needs to happen. 

I sat back and watched and thought, ' Wow' . The whole family was making 

decisions about how the parent needed to change, what should happen and how it 

should happen. They identified what changes need to happen. lt was amazing to 

watch. 

Not everyone who participated in FGDM process was as enamoured with the 

practice. One worker wa honest enough to admit the difficulty in having to share the 

power of decision making with families. 
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T here wa one comment [from the fi ndings] that you pre en ted that if you left 

well enough alone the situation would have orted itself out and I think that the 

FGDM shows that process in action. It i hard . It is my first time with FGDM to 

step back and say, ' You guys make the decision about what is go ing to happen 

with the family.' T hat was very diffi cult, when in fact I could not have come up 

with a better plan. It may have been in the back of my mind . It is nice to see that 

happen. 

Another social worker fe lt that families are at times pressured into finding solutions that 

they may not be ready to accept. 

My experi ence was absolutely unpleasant from start to tini h. I think we should 

always know the bottom line. Everyone should know what the bottom line is and 

it should be negotiable. Things change by the hour, day or minute. If we are 

going to write it in stone than you can' t be fl ex ible when the changes occur. l 

think the process is too rig id . . . In my particul ar case the famil y was not g iven an 

o pp011unity to withdraw their participatio n. They were contacted and were to ld 

that it was an expectation that they pm1icipate. This is the date. It was wrong; 

people sho uld be given an opp011unity to say l am not comfortable with thi s. 

T he parents them elves have expressed concerns with the FGDM proce s . Reportedly 

one revealed , 

They don ' t have the support systems that mo t of us have that we can tum to 

because of addiction problems. T here is a lot of wear and tear on fam ilies. They 
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are concerned about the child but can't parent the child of the drug dependent 

parent. It is too hard on the family. This i what the extended family has been 

telling us. It is not that they d idn't want to; it is not that they did not want to 

come forward. It has just been very hard on the family dealing with the addiction. 

Despite some drawbacks of one particular family inclusion model (FGDM) the 

professional participants all agreed that there was a need to involve parents and extended 

family in the olution process. As one professional commented, 

It wi ll be so nice. I have done 15 trials; so if we can get out of trials and do the 

right thing. At the end of trial we always have a polarized situation with parents 

feeling they have lost and the agency has won, when that is not suppo ed to 

happen. I am really, really happy to see this coming forward. 

The professional participants generally supported doing things differently in erv1ce 

delivery. Current legislation facilitates such thinking. 

4.3 Summary 

This chapter revealed the findings of the parent participants. There was a balance 

of both negative and positive comments made by parents about the service they received. 

Parents sugge ted eleven recommendations all of which were supported by the 

profe sional participants. These findings suggest that parents and professionals in this 

study are like-minded in tenns making changes to the child protection system. Fu11her 

the study findings suggest there is a need for social workers and parents to continue their 

discourse about the protection of children. The next chapter discusses the interpretation 
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of these findings, con iders the implications of the findings from the cun·ent study in light 

of existing pa11icipatory research in child protection, discus es the limitations of the 

cuJTent study, propo es recommendations for future research and calls to mind 

consideration for an empowe1ment model of child protection. 
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Chapter 5 

5. 1 Discussion 

" .. .it is only recently that service users have been able to mount an effective change to 

dominant discourses. Social work and social care are probably at the leadi11g edge in 

involving the perspectives of service users. They are certainly more advanced than some 

other academic disciplines ... however, there is stil/.far to go " (Beresford, 1999, p. 5). 

In this chapter the findings, the literature review and the ideo logical and 

theoretical lenses of the study have been coalesced into a line of reasoning by which one 

can discuss the need for change in Ontario's child protection system. The discu ion 

chapter concentrates on the implications of change at three levels of practice: micro 

(worker), mezzo (organizational) and macro (broader society/structural). Details of the 

study's limitations are found in this chapter. The chapter includes a discu ion about anti

oppressive practice and the need for families associated with child welfare to create their 

own body of research knowledge. 

5.1.1 Overview of significant findings 

The two questions explored in this study, as well as the participatory process 

u ed, created an oppo1iunity for me to ex perience a dimension of child protection work 

that is both enlightening and empowering. I was able to move beyond what seems to be 

the dominant thinking in child protection that parent are ' cases' requi ring interventions, 

to experiencing parents as partners and research colleagues. Working side by side with 

these few parents has taught me how inattentive we are as child protection systems to 

creating opp011unities for the parents we serve to be included in the various aspects of 
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practice and po licy. I have teamed that they, similar to the professional participants, have 

experiences, knowledge, and ideas that can make signi ficant contributions in addressing 

the many challenges associated with child protection work. The professional involved in 

the study attest to thi s given their agreement with the recommendations suggested by the 

parent partic ipants. Although it is espoused within the child welfa re ystem that parents 

should be partners and included, this study confi rms for me that the inclusion does not go 

far beyond rhetoric. The data raises critical q uestions fo r consideration and further study 

in terms of child protection polic ies and practices. T he cun·ent cl imate of transformation 

in Ontario's child protection systems is opportune fo r these question to be posed. 

5.1.2 Power sharing in child protection work 

Grappling with the relational aspects of power is difficult fo r tho e who aligned 

themselves with value of caring (Mullaly, 2007; Swan, 2009). At times, wheth r we 

recognize it or not we can find ourselves as e ither being oppressive or suffer an injustice 

as a member of an oppressed group (Mullaly, 2007; Strega, 2007; Swan, 2009). ammg 

and unveiling oppression a lways means coming to terms first with how we contribute to 

and benefit from the very obstruction we are attempting to extinguish (Saulnier, 1996; 

Strega, 2005b; Swan, 2009). Our personal journey towards understanding the concept of 

oppression is not a reflective activity perfom1ed once, but "rather a daily commitment if 

we hope to work anti -oppressively" (Swan, 2009, p. 194). Speaking personally, I had 

dabb led w ith an abstract understanding the concept of social location in the past but it 

was not until I formally and honestly recognized the benefits of membershi p in the 

mainstream dominant group of middle/upper class, managerial , profes ional , 

heterosexual, waged, person without di sabili tie , erv ice provider and under 60 years of 
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age, was I able to ee how the others were marginalized and excluded by non 

membership (Dumbrill, 2003; Swan, 2009). Acknowledging that I personally or the 

agency I represent intentionally or unintentionally contributes to oppres ion of others is 

an uncomfotiable process to engage in because it creates an existential crisis. However it 

is only through this process that one comes to understand the tangibility of social location 

(Brown & Strega, 2005, Swan, 2009). 

In order to reclaim a stake in the structural issues that effect the live of families that 

come to the attention of the child welfare y tem ocial workers, child protection 

organizations and ocial policy makers need to cultivate a culture that promote anti

oppressive practice. At every level the structures, philosophies and language needs to be 

challenged. This is a time consuming process but can be harder in hostile environment 

such as chi ld protection work. While it has been argued that it is the social worker's 

responsibility to create a positive helping relation hip, it is not the sole responsibility of 

the social worker to create an anti-oppressiv work environment. As suggested by 

Mullaly (2007), both the worker and the organization have a collective re ponsibility to 

work within and outside the organization. It is the collective responsibility that statis 

with the leadership of the board of directors and trickles down to the frontline ervice 

delivery that creates openness to shming power with service user (Lopes & Thomas 

2006; Mullaly, 2007; Swan, 2009). You cannot have an anti-oppressive environment 

without the readiness of the organization and social policy makers (Strega, 2007; Swan, 

2009). 

There are steps that organizations can take to prepare for the dual ity of child 

safety and shared power. Swan (2009), Mull aly (2007) and Lopes & Thoma (2006) 

158 



recommend a refl ective and cri tical thi nking approach to power shari ng. They make the 

fo llowing concrete suggestions about ways in which organizational change can occur: 

• Organization need to hire staff who understand anti-oppressive practice and the 

need to involve service users in child protection work 

• Co-author (professionals and service users) agency policies that acknowledge the 

value of service u ers as partners in child protection work 

• Examine the language and structure of the social polic ies to ensure they are 

refl ecti ve of the service users 

• Boards of Directors can create indicators of succe s in addre ing share power 

and annuall y review them as pai1 of an appraisal of an executive director 

• Jo in collations that represent the issue faced by service users such as anti 

poverty, quality child care, equal rights to r gay, lesbian, transgendered 

individuals, homelessness, parental rights, or access to education 

• Frontline social workers and managers can u e reflective exercises to deconstruct 

the many taken fo r granted assumptions and beliefs that consti tute our own world 

V I e W 

• Manager can use supervision as an opportunity to refl ect on the ways in which 

service users have been meaningfully included in planning 

• Clearly under tand your organizational mandate, which in thi s ca e i to protect 

children from abuse and neglect 

This list is not exhaustive but rather a starting position fo r organizations to dialogue about 

the work that wil l need to be undertaken if there i a sincere commitment to create 

meaningful room fo r ervice users. The scope of cri tical change is beyond a simple one 
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time training session (Lopes & Thoma , 2006). It is necessary for the leadership in 

organizations to recognize the ways in which power operates in the structure of service 

delivery before a meaningful place for service users can be legitimized (Mullaly, 2007; 

Swan, 2009). It is essential to understand that the creation of a collegial relationship 

between service users and professionals requires a multi-pronged approach one of which 

is the organizational commitment toward citizen involvement in delivery of child 

protection services. 

5.1.3 Implications of the study for anti-oppressive practice 

One should consider the implications of standardized practice against anti

oppressive practice. Can there be hannony in these two seemingly dichotomized 

approaches (Dumbrill, 2003)? The answer to the question of duality in child protection i 

yes. However, l would be remiss if I were not to mention that inherent in this approach i 

the potential for misinterpretation of anti-oppressive practice and create a risk to child 

safety. It is incumbent upon a social worker not to loose sight of the primary obligation 

to child safety in this approach. Parents in this study did not recall needing more control. 

What they wanted most was to be heard, to have a chance for change for their children, 

and to find a way to counterbalance the professional power exerted over them. They 

wanted help with housing, life skills, racial equality, and a connection to others who had 

a similar experience. The parent participants wanted to have their rights explained more 

clearly. All of the parents' desires through the child protection experience suggest a need 

for an anti-oppressive approach to practice (Campbell , 2004; Dominelli, 2004; Potts & 

Brown, 2005; Strega, 2005a; Swan, 2009). Parents in this study needed personal help, 

structural changes, and someone to listen to them in order to meet the challenges of 
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parenting. This study highlights the need fo r further engagement of parents with social 

workers to c reate structural change. Parents and social workers in this study ar in 

hannony that change needs to occur. The question now is whether there i commitment 

to fo I low through with more of this research and work? Perhaps conviction to social 

justice is the first step that will encourage change both in the research proces and child 

protection practi ce. It is more likely that signifi cant change will occur as a resul t of social 

workers honestly answering the question, who benefi ts from parents not having a voice in 

child protection refo m1? 

5.1.4 Implications of the study for child protection practice 

The parent in this study, although mandated to be involved in child protection, 

have not been actively involved with any agency for over a year. They were successful in 

bring ing about the necessary changes in their fami lies and lives where risk facto rs were 

replaced with protecti ve facto rs. They had many posi tive comments to make about the 

services they received . Such comments are o tten not heard by social workers, yet as 

stated by one worker it is very helpful, 

... it is good to hear that you have ome parents that found some positive 

things to say. If there is any way that those parents could give tho e comment to 

CAS becau e personally it would be good to know what I am doing right. I 

struggle with not being sure about the impact on the families I am working w ith 

because you do not get that feedback from the famil ies. Just last week one staff 

member here was having a conversation and she asked how CAS workers 

measure ucces . l told her it was hard to know because you don't have fam il ies 
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coming back. For me, my judgment is examining myself and asking have I done 

my best for the famil y. In four years I have onl y had three fam ilies that have 

given me positi ve feedback. If that is what I have to go by that is very 

discouraging. Ifthere is anyway for famil ies to g ive feedback to us that would be 

very helpful. 

Of interest is that the parents indicated their desire to provide feedback with respect to the 

services they received but refrained from doing so out of fear that their comments would 

be held again t them. Thi s is alanning. One has to question whether ocia l worker are 

aware that this fear ex ists. What is taking place within a working relationship where 

parents have this genuine fear of reprisal? Of significance is that this fear is being 

expressed even when the feedback is po itive. If a parent should wi h to challenge a 

worker in any way or to express a criticism, then one can only assume their fear would 

prevent them from doing o. This obviously suggests that parents do not fee l they are 

partners in the intervention process where their views and opinions are valued. What does 

this suggest about practice? What does this say about the quality of relationship between 

parents and social workers? 

There is con ensus in the fi eld that ''the quali ty of the helping relationship is one 

of the most important determinants of client outcome (de Boer & Coady, 2003) and 

research has consistently shown the worker-client relationship to be a key component in 

change processes'' (OACAS, 2006a, p. 12). Relationship is fundamentall y important in 

socia l work practice (OACAS, 2006a) and can only take place where there is trust, 

respect, and caring based on genuineness. If parents are fearful , can it be implied they do 
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not see the interventions in their lives as having these relationship elements? The input 

ti·om the parent patiicipants suggests this is a critical issue for them that requires being 

add res ed. The protes ional patticipants equally see the importance of addressing this 

ts ue. 

For example, the parents expressed the importance of them having a larger say in 

their child's intervention plan. Their suggestions are supportive of Ontario's move to 

introduce the Family Group Decision Making (FGDM) as the preferred process for 

dispute resolution. The FGDM proce sis centered on the philosophy that "families are 

the experts on their own children and no one knows a family' strengths, needs and 

problems better than the fami ly" (OACAS, 2006a, p. 14). The parents, supported by the 

professionals in the study, see this as a positive move in recognizing the valued 

contribution par nts can make. Similar to the processes in this study, FGDM creates an 

oppotiunity for parents and professionals to come together with their collective talents 

skills, and experiences and collaborate on what is in the best interests of children and 

their fami lies. The move to FGDM implies the importance of preparation, not only for 

professionals but equall y for parents. What processes are in place to introduce parents to 

FGDM? What needs to take place so parents can see FGDM as a positive intervention 

where they do have the freedom to expre s their views and opinions without fear of 

reprisal? Comments made by the parent participants in this study suggest that fear of 

reprisal a re very real for them. Hence an important dimension to implementing FGDM is 

for parents and profes ionals to come together to dialogue on ways that are acceptable to 

them to faci litate the process. Based on the experiences ofthe parents and professionals 

in this study thi coming together has merit. 
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Another example is reflected in the suggestion by parents about the possibility, in 

the initial stages of intervention, to be exposed to two ocial workers rather than one. At 

first glance this suggestion appears to be contraindicative to the stories of oppre ion and 

misrepresentation by parents. One would naturally assume if the impact of one child 

protection social worker was overwhelming to a parent, than doubling that power would 

be immobilizing. However, for the parents who had experienced the a signment of two 

social workers the effect was quite empowering. Parents felt their chances of fair 

representation actually increased by this team approach to child protection service. A 

imilar phenomenon was experienced by the social workers who co-managed family 

situations. What does this say about professional accountability? Is the power dive ted 

to individual social workers in child protection so overwhelming that we need our 

colleagues to help regulate its potency? Consider the magnitude ofpowerlessne s parents 

feel when they believe a strategy towards equality is the constant presence of a mediator. 

Again this recommendation raises the issue of trust or more accurately the issue of 

distrust within the helping relationship. For social workers thi is a significant learning 

lesson. We cannot image the weight of fear that rests on the boulders of parents despite 

our empowering approach. On a positive note the proposed team approach i a palatable 

idea to both parents and social workers. How can the social work tield leverage this 

finding as a best practice approach to relationship building within the current climate of 

efficiency, accountability and volume production? One method would be to include both 

social workers and parents in the development of outcome measures of child protection 

work. Parent and social workers together could articulate the relationship conditions 

that lend themselves to positive parenting and child outcomes. 
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Women in the tudy were a lso trying to find a voice of equal ity when it came to 

parental accountability for protection of children. The mothers in the study pas ionately 

recounted stories of women being over represented in the child protection y tern and 

how absentee fathers are not held accountab le. Their entiments are echoed in feminist 

re earch that uggests that chi ld protection work is a gendered is ue for both familie and 

staff (Nixon, 2002; Scourfield, 200 I ; Strega, 2005a; Swift, 1998; Tronto, 1994). For 

some the issue of why women appear at the foreground of child protection is simple. 

"They can not afford child-care, house-cleaners, professional counsellors, ummer camps 

and holidays away from their chi ldren that economically advantaged parent can to assist 

them with parenting. Many times they cannot even afford food" (OACAS, 2006a, p. 60). 

However, for o thers the issue goes deeper than that. There is the illusion of choice tor 

mothers in s ituations of domestic violence; physical or sexual abuse perpetrated by their 

male partners (Nixon, 2002; OACAS, 2006a; Strega, 2005a). It appears as if women 

have the cho ice between 

.. . partner and children, between income and pove1iy, between predicable violence 

and unpred ictable violence and they must make their decisions at a time when 

they are mo t vulnerable and least infom1ed. The impact of all of this is clear: 

ch ildren suffer because their mothers are assigned their care yet do not have the 

power to provide for or protect them (OACAS, 2006a, p. 60). 

T he issue of engaging fathers in chi ld protection service continues to be an area requiring 

attention. It was an area that both social workers and parents were in agreement about 

addressing. Simplistically men are viewed by social workers a fathers or perpetrators 
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(Scourfield, 2006). As a field we have not figured out how to balance the predicament of 

paternal disengagement in relation to child safety. By default the literature suggests 

(Nixon, 2002; Scourfield, 200 I ; Strega, 2005a; Swift, 1998) and the parents in the study 

agree, in the majority of cases child protection social workers hold women re ponsible 

for their male partners' actions. Additionally, child protection social worker have also 

re lied, where applicable, on the criminal court system to deal with absent men 

(Feather tone, 2006; Scourfield, 2006). 

What are the implications and opportunities for service delivery of taking a more 

active approach to engaging fathers? Consider the paradi gm shift that would occur by 

adopting a philo ophical position that recognizes, "Men need to be regarded a core 

business . .. and this needs to become institutionalized within service ... We have to see 

men as both ri k and resource for women and children and avoid 'either or' approaches" 

(Scourfield, 2006, p.446). Of interest more men have reportedly participated in strength 

based family conferences rather than the traditional case management approach to child 

protection services (Scourfield, 2006). More importantly the male patiicipants ''did not 

dominate the process as some feminist commentators had feared" (Scourfield, 2006, p. 

447). One can presume that the newly appointed FGDM proces in Ontmio could be one 

of the likeliest places to engage men in child protection services. 

These are examples of the importance of hearing the voices of parents with 

respect to practice. Parents and professionals alike see the impotiance of having this 

voice. Agencies also acknowledge the importance. However there are barriers. For 

example, social workers in the study acknowledged attempts for agencies to hear from 
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parents through surveys did not realise any positive outcomes due to the extremely low 

rate of return. The profe ional participants indicated the surveys that were returned were 

from individual satisfied with the service. This is not surprising given what parents 

expressed about their fears of reprisal. That surveys were not received expressing 

concerns with the service is telling. It i clear from research and literature that parents 

have expressed many concerns with child protection intervention (Barter, 1997, 2004b; 

Cameron, 2003; Dale, 2004; Wharf, 2002). For example, parents feeling overpowered 

with the degree of intrusion (Wharf: 2002); parents concerned about the 1isk asses ment 

process and how they feel it devalues who they are as individuals (Cameron, 2003 ; Dale, 

2004; Dumbrill & Maiter, 2004), and parents being excluded as full research partners 

(Vander Stoep et al. , 1999). Child protection agencies and their workers are aware of 

these views of parents and the less than positive image of child protection within the 

public eye (Barter, 1997, 200 l ; Dum brill & Maiter, 2003 ; Prilleltensky, Peirson & 

elson, 2001 ; Waldfogel , 1998). 

5.1 .5 Implications for organizational change: parents as resources 

The child protection field has much to gain by considering parents as individuals 

with competencies that could influence social work training curricula, solve human 

resource issue , improve the public image of child protection work, and generate 

intervention trategies beyond parenting classes. Data suggest four ways in which 

agencies can tangibly include parents as resources to improve the quality of child 

protection service delivery. 
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(1) Parents as human resource colleagues: For example, organizations could u e 

parents to conduct exit interviews with other parents leaving the child protection system. 

This study and Cameron's (2003) suggest parents are more likely to discuss their 

experiences with other parents rather than professionals. Parents could work along side 

human resources tatfto receive exit interview training, data collection procedures and be 

influential in fanning the questions. The primary goal of these interviews would be to 

understand how parents experience the child protection system by asking questions about 

the prevailing weakne sand dynamic strengths of an organization. Organizationally, thi 

data have the potential to reduce parent complaints, create new ervice programming, 

influence staffhi1ing practices, and set a true collegial culture in the work place. Parents 

interviewing parents is a strategy, similar to that used in this study, that would help 

counterbalance the sen e of power over parents of child protection workers, thus creating 

a safer environment in which to freely speak. 

(2) Parents as training colleagues: Parent in this study strongly voiced the need 

for individuals to understand their rights in relation to the child protection system. Child 

protection agencies could e tablish orientation sessions for newly involved parents run by 

parent trainers. This could be a forum in which parents ask about legal repre entation 

options, cultural diver ity accommodations, parent- social worker relation , ocial work 

code of conduct and expected service standards. The child protection y tem has 

orientation training for new workers, new fo ter parents, and potential adoptive parents. 

The question to be asked is how can exited parents be a support to new parents regarding 

such a complicated system as child protection? My experience with the facilitation team 

in this study sugge ts parents want to be more involved in helping other parents navigate 
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such a complex ystem. Profes ionals in the study concur that parents would offer a 

different lens through which to explain the child protection sy tem. 

(3) Parents as marketing colleagues: The public image of child protection work 

has been brandied a bureaucratic, obstructive, and impermeable. These negative 

stereotypical images can be attributed to the public coverage of child deaths which have 

come to epitomize the work of child protection (Lawrence, 2004; Waldfogel, 1998; 

Wharf, 2002). Powerful images of child protection work as caring, responsive, and 

supp011ive to families have been overshadowed by the publicity of extreme situations. 

This is where the social work field ha been remiss in not leveraging the sentiments of 

empathy, compa sion, and respect that parents and professionals alike have for ocia l 

workers in child welfare. Child protection services have not capitalized on the voices of 

supp01i that could create a positive social marketing campaign. If social workers, parents 

and public relations companies team together different messaging about protecting 

children could be created. Through this CUITent study and the work of Cameron (2003) 

the mutual self-help model of parents helping parents is one of child protection's 

strongest allies. The success of this approach can be transferred to a pubic image 

campaign that reflects a supportive model of child protection. The voice of parent m 

such a campaign would force an examination of congruency between public image, social 

policy and social work practice. 

(4) Parents as research colleagues: This current study and others (Cameron, 

2003; Dumbrill & Maiter, 2004) demonstrate there are times and conditions under which 

parents and profe sionals can and should work together towards the common purpose of 

ameliorating child abuse. The adult mental health system can offer chi ld protection 
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some guidance when it comes to using parents a research colleagues as this sector has 

successfull y operationalized the adage, nothing about us without us (Bere ford, 1999, 

2003, 2004). If social work does not undertake the practice of collegiall y involving 

parents in processes we will continue to speak about parents, or for parents, instead of 

with parents. This tudy created an aperture through which I was able to see parents in a 

different light. It is what Hmt (2002) coins as the difference between having inf01mation 

and knowing something. Before I started the study I had a superficial understanding of 

the PAR and social justice. Having worked along side these women as researchers, I 

cannot envision child protection reform without the voice of parents. If the Ontario child 

protection system i leaning towards evidence informed practice approach to 

understanding child protection service, it is critical that parents have a voice in this 

research. A collegial approach to research involving parents legitimizes their role as 

creators of knowledge. Parents could be a good resource to agencies in an advisory 

capacity. Group meetings can occur for agencies to obtain parent views and idea on 

policy and practice. To extend the value of the advi ory group, several members could 

serve as representatives on the agency's board of d irectors. The advisory group could be 

a good resource to recruit potential board members, research colleague and trainers. 

This study is an indication that social workers arc prepared to acknowledge parent a 

researchers and resources. Future studies involving parents are important, timely and 

vital to addressing the issue of anti-oppressive practice in child protection. 

5.1 .6 Implications for PAR in child protection research 

What then does this research say about the future of PAR, in child protection 

practice? Once I started speaking with the women who had agreed to co-research, I 
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received confinnation that the collegial approach to research was a valuable design 

methodology. The facilitation team challenged my a sumptions about empowennent and 

engagement and offered a critical eye to issues that I had become desensitized to. The 

power of this approach lies in the ability of many to survey language and look for 

perspective of hegemony (Reason, 1998). My parental colleagues offered insight about 

i ues of racism, sexism, structural oppression and inequality at levels I would not have 

arTi ved at on my own given my position of power and privilege. 

The social work field in child protection is apparently ready and open to such an 

approach. Front-line professionals who participated in the study otfered words of praise 

tor such a research strategy. The fact that the profe sionals respected the parents as 

researchers during the study speaks to the openness about the process. Managers also 

supported a col legial research design. After making a presentation about the research and 

the de ign at a staff meeting, one front-line manager stated, 

I am in favour of the research because when I star1ed at the organization I wanted 

to bring parents into the planning process but workers did not believe they could 

be objective. Workers were concerned that famil ies would be self ab orbed and 

not able to think beyond their own circumstances. I believed that families could 

par1icipate with workers. This study is a chance for families to have a say. 

There is even upport in the espoused social policy by the provincial government of 

Ontario to work in a coll aborative manner with parents. I am suggesting in this study that 

parents are able to reach beyond the role of collaborator and act as colleagues. 
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If there is agreement about parent participating in research, planning and 

designing practice, why then is there a lack of research to support this methodological 

approach in child protection? It is at this time that I refl ect upon the nature of power in 

the child protection system (Dale, 2004). While some parents expre ed that they had 

been supp011ed by their social workers, fear of the same agency prevented others from 

pm1icipating in the study. Simultaneously some social workers were cautious about over 

criticizing a system in which they work. In order for an empowerment model of research 

to be successful social workers are required to step outside their po ition of authority, 

families are forced to face their trepidation of a ystem that has exerted power over them 

and the researcher needs to be continually grounded in principle associated with social 

justice and anti -oppression. A PAR approach to research requires that the takeholders 

involved in child protection step aside from their generally prescribed roles and take on a 

new worldview. In essence social workers suddenly become the observed, fam ilies 

become the researchers and the academics become the students. 

All of this shifting is a tall order but generall y seen as a prerequi ite in order to 

pursue a PAR approach to research (Brown & Strega, 2005). I am not suggesting in this 

analysis that the outstanding realities of coLni , legislative mandates and academic 

protocols are to be ignored; instead l am making a comment that to align new thinki ng 

patterns amongst these rea lities there has to be an organ izational read iness to share 

power. All of these factors need to be balanced to create a safe environment to critical ly 

analyze a very powerful system. This study creates challenges and more importantly, 

creates opportunities fo r agencies to plan not onl y for parents in need of supp011 but also 

for ways in which parents can be collegially involved in service delivery and social 
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policy. The choice of methodology has illuminated parents as resource . It is anticipated 

that thi s study will generate discourse in the social work fie ld about who can be 

researchers and how the truth about child protection services can be known. 

5.2 Study Limitations 

5.2.1 Generalizations 
As with any interpretive study the issue of general ization is a concern (Ungar, 

2007). The study provides insights into the child protection system through a lim ited but 

rich dialogue with a small group of parents and professionals. While the tudy explores 

familial experience with the mandated aspects of child protection, it is not intended to 

cover all non-voluntary c ircumstances. For example, the study is not designed to include 

parents cunently in the midst of a legal proceeding o r who have uffered the permanent 

loss of their child(ren) through a court order. These fam il ies' experiences are valuable. 

However, the intent of this study was to hear the voices of parents in volved in the entry-

level of cou1i ordered service. Whi le this cuiTent study may not be applicable to other 

situa tions, lessons can till be drawn from it (Delong, Black & Wideman, 2005: Ungar, 

2007). The steps taken in the study are outlined and could be replicated in another 

geographical area. At some point, should the study be replicated, the additional find ings 

might be compared using meta-analysis approach (Delong, Black & W ideman, 2005). 

5.2.2 Collegial Research Process 

Some may argue that the research was not co llegial because there is a lways 

someone who has to complete the research and write the paper. This is a valid point and 

one that should be considered. For th is cunent tudy the defini tion of coll egial was 

"researchers and local people working together as col leagues with d ifferent ski ll s to offer, 
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in a process of mutual learning where local people have control over the process" 

(Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p.l 669). In retl ecting on this limitation parents were very 

involved in the fo llowing: the design of the research focus group questions, the election 

of language u ed to represent parents, participant recruitment, focu group data 

collection, the data analysis process, and the editing of the final the is document. In th is 

regard the cuJTent study has met the expectat ions fo r collegial involvement in this study's 

research process. Parent participants will be invited to take part in pre entations and 

dissemination opportunities. As the researcher, my ro le was analogous to that of a 

project manager re ponsible to ensure momentum fo r the study however, the faci li tation 

team was integral to the process. 

Whi le this study pushed the envelope of parent involvement in the research 

process there is always room to improve. Perhaps fu ture studies could include parents in 

the writing of the research proposal assisting with the research literature review or 

writing a specific conclusion. To make these changes more feas ible the research study 

should consider financial re imbursement for the partic ipants' time and expertise. 

5.3 Recommendations for future research 

Dumbrill and Maiter (2004) certainly ra ised the bar for parent involvement in 

child protection service delivery. Parents became champions of program evaluation in 

their research. A spark was ignited towards parent engagement in service delivery. 

Senio r administrations in chi ld protection organizations cmTied on with these sentiments 

to the point of driving social policy towards a collaborative approach to child protection 
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service (OACAS, 2006a). This study demonstrate that parents can be more than 

collaborators in chi ld protection reform. They can be colleagues. 

At this time I feel it would be presumptuous to write the cript for the types of 

issues parents would select to research if they had the chance. However, given the 

positive experiences of parent in this study, it would make sense to re earch the 

methodological process of parents becoming re earch colleagues. Perhaps this is where 

the expe1iise of service users in the mental health sector would be helpful. It would be 

interesting to examine whether or not parents in child protection could achieve the 

validation that adult mental health service users have gained in the area of research. It 

would be quite powerful to have parents gain respect in child protection ervice through 

their own research agenda. 

From a ubstantive position there is work to be done in the area of social worker

parent engagement. While this may seem an obvious topic, this study demonstrated that 

there is a large disconnect between what social worker believe is empowering and how 

families experience it. Even parents who had positive statements to make about the 

service they received shied away from the study because offear ofrepri al. While this 

tudy opens the door tor more communication between social workers and parents, the 

need for parent feedback into the system is continuous. 

5.4 Summary 

In 1997 the child protection direction in Ontario changed dramatically as a result 

ofthe emotional story of Jordan Heikamp's death and five years later with death of 

Jeffery Baldwin. Both boys tragically died at the hand of their caregivers. The impact 
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of the extreme life circum tances of these two boy "dominated both political thinking 

and front-line practice" (Hill , 2003, p. 293) and came to epitomize the protile of child 

protection work (Waldfogel, 1998). Efforts by the social work field to: (I) advocate for 

improved collaboration with parents, (2) capitalize on community relations a formal and 

infom1al partners in child protection work, and (3) design an anti-oppressive alternative 

to child protection had been, and continues to be, stymied in favour of a social control 

approach (Barter, 200 I ; Cameron, 2003 ; CASW, 2003; Dum brill , 2003; Strega, 2005b; 

Wharf, 2002). The new climate of child protection reform represented accountability and 

control not only over parents but the professional statf as well. "Professional staff were 

and still are, expected to adhere to detailed guidance and follow rules of practice, rather 

than use professional discretion and judgement" (Hill , 2003, p. 294). 

To secure an anti-oppressive approach to child protection the call to action i now. 

Social workers, administrators and parents need to discuss the is ue of power in child 

protection work such as a move to de-gendered perspective on caring work, scrutiniz ing 

the language of policy in respect to masking the oppression of women through the use of 

the title 'parent' when it really means mother (Featherstone, 2006; Scourtield, 200 I ; 

Strega, 2005a). How will we know when we have arrived at a collegial approach to child 

protection service? We will know when parents have penned literature that is quoted in 

evidence informed practice; when parents have a presence on CASs boards of directors; 

when diversity committees include parents as colleagues; when it becomes second nature 

to include parents as colleagues in research, training and policy development. 
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This research study was an exploration of a child protection story not yet 

fini shed. Professional opinions on chi ld protection refom1 are plentiful, what is missing 

is the voice of parents as service users (Dale, 2004; Dumbri ll & Maiter, 2004, Thorpe, 

2007). We have known that "parents make a crucial contribution to children's 

development, and when professionals treat them as full partners, children have much to 

gain" (Rickford, 200 I, p. l ). If one is still not convinced that the voice of parents is 

necessary the following comment made by a parent participant in Thorpe's (2007) study 

is very telling, 

Parents and the families of chi ldren are a vi tal stakeholder group which has 

absolutely no voice and which has been and is marginalized. As individuals, with 

the odds so stacked against us, parents don' t have much of a chance. The 

recommendations ... may just as well be hot air unless parents are given 

confidence, support and a sense of not being alone and mere! y pariahs (p. 12) 

The parent was advocating fo r the need in collecti ve efforts such as the Australian Family 

Inclusion etwork (Thorpe, 2007). Young in Mullaly (2007) further defends the position 

that service users' involvement reaches beyond a collegial research agenda and 

empathically advocates fo r public resources and insti tutional mechanisms towards: 

I) The self-o rganization of subordinate groups whereby group members 

cou ld achieve collective empowerment and a reflecti ve understand ing of 

their collective experiences and interests in the context of society. 
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2) Group analysis and generation of policy proposal in in titutionalized 

settings where decision-makers are obliged to demonstrate that their 

deliberations have taken relevant group perspectives into consideration. 

3) Group veto power regarding specific policies and decisions that affect a 

group directly (p. 284). 

The global recommendations including the spending of public funds to en ure full 

citizenship participation in child protection certainly encapsulates the tudy's definition 

of social justice. The time has come not only to treat parents as cases but rather as 

resources, colleagues and a collective with their own unique voices. 
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Appendix A: Letter of request to participate 

Adjusting the Lens: Parents Create Change in Ontario's Child Protection System 

My name is Bernadette Gallagher and I am a social work doctoral student enrolled at 
Memorial University of ewfoundland. I am writing to inquire about your agency's 
willingness to participate in a study. This study has been approved by the 
Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human subjects at Memorial University of 
Newfoundland. If you have any questions or concerns about the study that are not dealt 
with by me, you may contact the Chairperson of that Committee through hi /her 
secretary, Ms. Eleanor Butler, Office of research at 709 737-8251 . Participation in the 
study is voluntary, anonymity and confidentiality will be respected and the data wi ll be 
used for the purposes of the research. 

Focus of Research: 

The project is focused on hearing from parents who have had involvement with the child 
protection system. The purpose of the research is to provide parents with an opportunity 
to voice their opinions on the chi ld protection system and offer recommendations, if any, 
on how the cun·ent system of care could be improved. The infom1ation collected will be 
reviewed with profe ionals associated with child protection for their reactions. A 
sample of both pat1icipant groups will be brought together in a focus group to discuss a 
blended perspective of the new child welfare reform model in Ontario. Thi research is 
perf01med as a pa11ial fulfillment of the requirements for my Ph.D. in ocial work at 
Memorial University ofNewfoundland. 

Role as Participating Agency: 

Today I am writing to inquire if your organization would be interested in a sisting with 
the recruitment of three target popula tions: (I) families as co-re earcher , (2) previously 
involved parents as focus group members and (3) professionals for focus group member . 
If you choose to pm1icipate I would provide a contact script, which an administrative 
person whom you identify can read to potential participants. 

Benefit of Participating: 

It is anticipated that this tudy will do more than simply describe necessary reforms but 
rather, encourage families and professionals to work collaboratively to create a change in 
Ontario's child protection ystem. Your participation in this study advance the social 
justice agenda of citizen pa11icipation in child protection reform. You will receive a copy 
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of the research study and the information collected may be helpful to your agency by way 
of program planning, ocial advocacy or policy statement development. 

I would like to thank you for taking the time to read my request and l will be in contact 
next week to discuss any questions or comments you have about the study. If you have 
any questions please feel free to contact the project supervisor Dr. Ken Barter or me at 
the numbers provided below. I look forward to working with your organization on thi 
project. 

Contact Information 
Researcher: Bernadette Gallagher, PhD Candidate: 

Memorial University ofNel-l:{oundland, Phone (647) 229-2766. Fax (5 19) 754-1221, 
Email: bgallagher@rogers.com 

Or 
Project Supervisor: Dr. Ken Barter, Memorial University ofNe~t.'foundland 

School a./Social Work: Phone (709) 737-2030: Fax (709) 73 7-7701. 
Email: kbarter@mun.ca 

Sincerely, 

Bernadette Gallagher 

PhD Candidate 
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Appendix B: Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human 
Research, Memorial University 

')lfu..t" "'f Rc~c.1rch 

ICEAR No. 2005/06-124-SW 

Ms Bernadette Gallagher 
School of Social Work 
Memorial niversity of ewfoundland 

Dear Ms Gallagher· 

eptember 18, ~006 

Thank you for your submission to the Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human Research 
(ICEHR) entitled ''Ac[JIISting the lens: at nsk parems create change 111 Ontano 's cluld protecflun 
.}ystem". The ICEHR is appreciative of the efforts of researchers m attending to ethics in research. 

The Committee has reviewed the proposal and we agree that the proposed project is consistent with 
the guidelines of the Tri-Council Policy Statement (TCPS) Full approval is granted for one year 
from the date of this leuer. 

The Commiflee found the proposal to be well-written and thorough However, we would uggest 
thar the wording of the consent form for participants be simplified, given that at -risk parents may be 
people with low levels of lireracy skills 

If you intend to make changes during the course of the project which may give ri e to ethical 
concerns, please forward a description of these changes to ICEHR for consideration 

If you have any questions concerning this review you may contact Dr Katherine Gallagher at 
kgallagh@mun ca. We wish you success with your research 

The TIPS requires that you submit an annual status report to ICEI-IR on your project. should the 
research carry on beyond September ~007 Also. to comply with the TCPS. please noti(r ICEHR 
upon completion of your project 

TS/emb 

cc upervisor 

Yours smcerely, 

hair, Interdisciplinary Committee on 
Erhics in Human Research 

\ t Jnhni L. ,JnJJ.,:\f t"·,~- · fC"I .. ,N - ~- --.:~ I• FJX ~,~ --~.J,, I :' • nltp ,\\"W\.I.·nun.JI('M".uch 
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Appendix C: Letter to Contact Managers 

Adjusting the Lens: Parents Create Change in Ontario's Child Protection System 

Dear ---

Research Recruitment Process 

This is a letter to confim1 that your organization has agreed to participate in the research 
tudy and that you have been named as the contact person. First I would like to say thank 

you for participating, as I am well aware that you have a very busy schedule. 

I thought it would be helpful to outline the steps in the study and some tentative 
timeframes I am hoping to meet. 

Step 1 Recruitment o[Research Team : November 15. 2006 

The first step is the recruitment of the research team. This team will act a co-re earchers 
for the project and will assist in all aspects of the research design from reviewing the 
focus group questionnaire, co-facilitating focus group , analysing the data and developing 
an infotmation dissemination plan. I am anticipating five or six parents (thi could 
include extended family) as team members. To qualify for membership the individual 
should have experience with the child welfare system and have voiced a desire to create 
change within the system. 

If you could canvass among t the social work staff for names of parent who may be 
interested in being a research team member. 

Once the families have been identified I have a recruitment fom1 (enclosed) that I would 
ask you to complete. The fom1 is a recruitment script that explains the purpo e of the 
research and the individual's role as a team member. This form once signed by you 
confirms whether or not the person is ha agreed to be contacted for further discussions 
about the study. I would ask you to complete the recruitment fonn for each person 
contacted whether they agree to participate or not. This will allow me to track how many 
people were contacted in total. 

A soon as you have identified someone who is wi lling to pat1icipate it would be helpful 
if you could email me the contact infonnation. I will conduct a follow up call or letter 
immediately. It would be helpful if your agency could recruit a minimum of two research 
team members. 
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Step 2 Recruitment o[Parents as Focus Group Participants: Dec. I, 2006 

The second step i to recruit parents or extended family as participants for the three focus 
groups. 

Parents qualify to participate in the tudy ifthey have: (1) previou ly been ordered to 
participate in child protection services through a court order known a a upervi ion 
order. A supervi ion order is an entry-level process into mandated service of child 
protection. The study eeks to understand the advice of parent who engaged in this level 
of court order in hope of avoiding thi proce s for other families. (2) If the upervision 
order wa six months in length or longer. A upervision order can range from a 
minimum of three month to a maximum of twelve months therefore, six months is een 
has having a significant length of involvement for individuals to make comments about 
change. (3) The family fi le was open after the amended Child and Family Services Act, 
2000. The critici m of the system have been made since the child protection legislation 
was amended in 2000; therefore the situation under study are de igned to explore the 
new statute. (4) Maintained a one-year period free from child protection ervice . The 
final condition wa decided upon to reduce the ri k of undue influence or coercion for the 
parents to participate in the research (Medical Research Council of anada, atural 
Science & Engineering Research Council of Canada & Social Science & Humanities 
Research Council of Canada, I 998). Thi would mean that theca e tile must have 
closed no later than Oct 31, 2005. 

Once the families have been identified I have a recruitment form (enclo eel) that I would 
a k you to complete. The form is a recruitment cript that explain the purpose ofthe 
research and the individual ' s role as a team member. This form once signed by you 
confirms whether or not the person is ha agreed to be contacted for further discu sions 
about the study. 1 would ask you to complete the recruitment form for each per on 
contacted wh ther they agree to participate or not. This will allow me to track how many 
people were contacted in total. 

It would be helpful if your agency could recruit a minimum of seven focu group 
participants. 

Once again thank you tor your participation in the recruitment proce s of the tudy. 

Sincerely, 

Bernadette Gallagher 
PhD Candidate 
Enclosures 
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Appendix D: Oath of Confidentiality 

Adjusting the Lens: Parents Create Change in Ontario 's Child Protection System 

CONTACT INFORMATION 

Researcher: Bernadette Gallagher, PhD Candidate: 
Memorial University of Nev. fo und land, Phone (647) 229-2766, Fax (5 19) 754- 122 1. 

Email: bgallagher@rogers.com 
Or 

Proj ect Supervisor: Dr. Ken Barter, Memorial University of Nev..found/and 
School of Social Work: Phone (709) 737-2030; Fax (709) 73 7- 770 1. 

Email: kbarter@mzm.ca 

(nam e) unde rstand that by partici pating in the research -----------------------
study I will be privy to confidential and private infonnation. As a participant in the study 
I am aware of my responsibility not to di closure any information that I obtain as a resul t 
of meetings, reading materials, or focus group di cuss ions. I am aware that the 
inf01mation is to be kept confidential and to r research purposes o nly. 

The exception to the rule of confidentia lity pertains to any informatio n that i disclosed 
during the course of the research that concerns risk of child hann as thi s must be legally 
reported to the local C hildren 's Aid Society; other situations such as the disclosure of 
sexually transmittable diseases or intent to ha m1 someone must also be reported . 

A breach in confidentiality will result in a wi thdrawal from the research study. 

_____________ (name) have read the oath of confidentiality or had it read to 
me (participant initials) and understand the importance of respecting the privacy 
of others. 

Parti cipant S ignature: ---------------------
Date: -----------------------

Witness Signature: ____________ __ 
Date: -------------------------

I acknowledge receiving a signed copy of the confidentiality forn1. Participant's 
Signature ____________________________ _ 
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Appendix E: Recruitment script for facilitation team 
My name is and I am calling from (name of organization) 
to inquire if you would be interested in participating in a research study. The project is 
focused on hearing from parents who have had involvement with the child protection 
system. The purpose of the research is to provide parents with an opportunity to voice 
their opinions on the child protection system and offer recommendations, if any, on how 
the current y tem of care can be improved. Bernadette Gallagher, a PhD student at 
Memorial Univer ity of ewfoundland, is conducting the research and this study has 
been approved by the Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human subjects at 
Memorial University. If you have any que tions or concerns about the tudy that are not 
dealt with by me, you may contact the Chairperson of that Committee through his/her 
secretary, Ms. Eleanor Butler, Office of research at 709 737-8251. Participation in the 
study is voluntary, anonymity and confidentiality will be respected and the data will be 
used for the purposes of the research. The agency will not know if you participated in 
the research or not. You are free to withdraw from the study at any time. 

Your voice is important in this matter. I would like to ask if you are interested in 
participating as a facilitation team member? As a research team member your role would 
be to work with the researcher on all aspects of the study including developing research 
questions, co facilitating focus groups and reviewing the information that is collected. If 
you choose to participate you would be one of five other parents who make up the team, 
along side the researcher. At this time I would like to ask if you would be willing to be 
have the researcher, Bernadette Gallagher contact you? By saying yes to the contact you 
have not made a commitment to the study rather it is an opportunity to hear more about 
the research and ask questions. 

I would like to remind you again that your participation is voluntary and whether you 
participate or not in the research does not impact on any future service with this agency. 
I would like to thank you for taking the time to hear about the research project. 

My name again is (name of administrative as istant) from 
(name of agency) and I can be reached at (phone number). - -----

Consent to be contacted (check only one) 
I Verbal con ent g iven for researcher to be in contact with -----,....,.- (name), 
_____ (telephone number) and address. 

Or 

I Verba l consent denied. 

Administrative Assistant Information 

Name of individua l making contact: __________ _ 
a me of organization: __________ _ 

Date: ________________ _ 
Time: ----------------
Signature: _____________ _ 
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Appendix F: Consent to participate as a facilitation team 
member 

Adjusting the Lens: Parents Create Change in Ontario's Child Protection System 

Contact Information 
Researcher: Bernadette Gallagher, PhD Candidate: 

MemoriaL University ofNevlfoundland. Phone (647) 229-2766, Fax (5 19) 754-122/, 
Email: bgallagher@rogers.com 

Or 
Project Supervisor: Dr. Ken Barter, Memorial University ofNe'vl:fo undland 

School of SociaL Work: Phone (709) 737-2030; Fax (709) 73 7-7701, 
Email: kbarter@mun. ca 

Thank you for agreeing to put your name forward to participate in th is research as a 
facilitation team member and providing permission for me to make contact with you. The 
aim of the study is to have parents and professionals associated with child protection ta lk with 
each other about how the current system of care can be improved. Parents are a ked to 
propose changes to the system of care and professionals are asked to respond to these 
changes. Thi research is performed as a partial fulfillment of the requirements for my Ph.D. 
in social work at Memorial University of Newfoundland. 

By agreeing to pmiicipate in the study I understand the following: 

I. I am participating in one or more gro up interviews with the researcher(s), other 
parents (initial for consent) and professionals (initialfor 
consent) to discuss my experience with child protection service . Each group may 
take up to two hours of my time. 

2 . I agree that I may be contacted to pmiicipate in a focus group consi ting of 
parents and professionals to d iscuss recommended changes _ (initial for 
consent). 

3. I can request a copy of the focus group discussion. 
4 . The. infonnation I provide will be held in the strictest confidence and identifying 

information wi ll not be used w ithout my written permission. 
5. The interview may be tape-recorded (initial for consent) and 

transcribed by an a sistant. (initial.for consent) 
6. The admini trati ve assistant has igned an oath of confidentially fo rm and has 

been briefed by the researcher about the duty to protect privacy. 
7. In accordance with Memorial University's standard of data retention, the tape 

recordings, transcripts and notes from the study will be kept for tive years and 
then they will be destroyed to protect participant privacy. 

8. The information collected will be stored in an e lectronic file and a locked cabinet. 
The researcher and her supervisor are the only persons who have access to these 
storage sites. 
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9. The information obtained from the interview will be read by a committee at the 
univer ity and will be published for public viewing. 

10. The infonnation may be used to write journal articles after completion of the 
study but no identifying information will be relea ed without prior written 
pernltsston. (initial/or consent) 

II. I can receive a ummary of the final report if I wi h. 
12. Any information that is disclosed during the course of the interview that concerns 

risk of child harn1 must be legally reported by the researcher to the local 
Children's Aid Society; other situation such as the disclo e of sexually 
transmittable di ea es or intent to harn1 someone mo t also be reported. 

13. There are no fore eeable physical risk with the research study however, the 
questions are sensitive in nature and may raise emotions. I can speak to the 
researcher for referral information about resources for ongoing support. 

14. I can choose not to answer any question during the course of the interview. 
15. I am free to withdraw from the study at any time. If l withdraw from the tudy all 

of my infom1ation will be removed. 
16. I can direct questions about the study or this fonn to the researcher or her 

supervi or before I agree to participate. 
17. I can speak with a School of Social Work re ource per on who is not directly 

involved in the project. That individual is Dr. ancy Sullivan: chair of PhD (709) 
737-4093. 

18. Any parking or bus fare expense I have as part of the study will be returned. 
19. The information collected is for research purposes. 
20. Thi study has been approved by the lnterdi ciplinary Committee on Ethic in 

Human ubject at Memorial University. If you have any questions or concem 
about the tudy that are not dealt with by me, you may contact the Chairperson of 
that ommittee through his/her ecretary, Ms. Eleanor Butler, Office of research 
at 709 737-8251. 

You are making a decis ion as to whether or not to partic ipa te in the study. Your signature on this form 
indicates that you have read the consent to partic ipate information, or had it read to you, and decided to 
participate. You may withdraw from the study at any time even a fter signing the form. 

STATEMENT OF CONSENT 

----,......,..--,-.,....,.....,---<Partic ipant 's name) have read the consent tonn, or had it read to 
me __ (partic ipant initials) and understand my role in the research process. I have had the opportunity to 
ask questions about the study and these questions have been answered to my satis faction as a result (please 
check one o f the following): 

[I 
[J 

________ (participant ' s name) agree to partic ipate or 
________ (participant' s name) do not agree to participate. 

Partic ipant's Signature _____________ Date : ____ _ 

I acknowledge receiving a signed copy of my consent form. Participant 's 
ignature Date: ____ _ 
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Appendix G: Research interview question guide- parents 

Adjusting the Lens: Parents Create Change in Ontario 's Child Protection System 

Focus group with parents 

I . Plea e de cribe your experi ence with the child protection system . 

2. Arc there upports that would have helped you avoid the legal y tem of 

child protection? 

3. What supports were o r would have been helpful during the legal process? 

4. What recommendations wo uld you make about the child protection 

y tem? 

5. How have you managed to prevent re-involvement with a child protection 

agency? 

6. Do you have any suggestio ns about how to involve parents in child 

protection changes? 

7. How would you recommend the findings of this research be shared with 

familie ? 

8. Do you have any questio ns? 
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Appendix H: Research interview question guide-professionals 

Research Interview Question Guide-Professional 

Adj usting the Len : Parents Create Change in Ontario's C hild Protection ystem 

Focus group with professionals 

I. Plea e de cribe your reaction to the proposed changes made by parent . 

2. What arc the trengths in the suggested changes? 

3. Can you identify any barriers in the propo ed changes? 

4. Which of the recommendations of change would you most likely engage in and 
why? 
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Appendix 1: Field note 

Field Note 

Adjusting the Lens: Parents Create Change in Ontario' s Child Protection System 

Focus Group # Date: Location: 
Facilitation Member : # of Pmiicipants 

Detai ls of the Discussion: 

Non- Verbal Behaviours of Participants: 
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Appendix J: Participant recruitment script -parent 

My name is and I am calling from (name of organization) 
to inquire ifyou would be interested in participating in a research study. The project is 
focused on hearing from parents who have had invol vement with the child protection 
system. The purpo e of the research is to provide parents with an opportunity to voice 
their opinions on the child protection system and offer recommendation , if any, to the 
current system of care. Bemadette Gallagher, a PhD tudent at Memorial University of 

ewfoundland, is conducting the research and this study has been approved by the 
Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human subjects at Memorial University. If 
you have any questions or concems about the study that are not dealt with by me, you 
may contact the Chairperson of that Committee through his/her secretary, Ms. Eleanor 
Butler, Office of research at 709 737-8251. Participation in the study is voluntary, 
anonymity and confidentiality will be respected and the data will be u ed for the purposes 
of the research. The agency will not know if you participated in the research or not. 
You are free to withdraw from the study at any time. 

Your voice is important in this matter. As a participant you would be with other parents 
discussing your experiences with child protection. There is also opportunity to discuss 
the changes with professionals within a separate focus group setting. At this time I would 
like to ask if you would be willing to be have the researcher, Bemadette Gallagher 
contact you? By saying yes to the contact you have not made a commitment to the study 
rather it is an opportunity to hear more about the research and ask questions. 

I would like to remind you again that your participation is voluntary and whether you patticipate 
or not in the research does not impact on any future service with this agency. I would like to 
thank you for taking the time to hear about the research project. 

My name again is (name of administrative assistant) from 
______ (name of agency) and I can be reached at (phone number). 

Consent to be contacted (check only one) 

Verbal con ent given for researcher to be in contact with _______ (name), 
_____ (telephone number) and address. 

OR 

Verbal consent denied. 

Administrative Assistant Information 

Name of individual making contact: ------------
ame of organization: ------------

Date: -------------------
Time: ------------------
Signature: _______________ _ 
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Appendix K : Participant recruitment script-professional 
My name is and ram calling from (name of organization) 
to inquire if you would be interested in patticipating in a research study. The project is 
focused on hearing from parents who have had involvement with the child protection. 
The purpose of the research is to provide parents with an oppotiunity to voice their 
opinions on the child protection sy tem and offer recommendation , if any, to the current 
ystem of care. Bernadette Gallagher a PhD tudent at Memorial University of 
ewfoundland is conducting the research and this study has been approved by the 

Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in Human subjects at Memorial University. If 
you have any questions or concerns about the tudy that are not dealt with by me, you 
may contact the Chairperson of that Committee through his/her secretary, M . Eleanor 
Butler, Office of research at 709 737-8251. Participation in the study is voluntary, 
anonymity and confidentiality will be respected and the data will be used for the purposes 
of the research. The agency will not know if you participated in the research or not. 
You are free to withdraw from the study at any time. 

Your voice is important in this matter. As a focus group participant you would be with 
other professionals di cussing the proposed changes made by parents to the child 
protection system. There is also opportunity to discuss the changes with parents within a 
separate focus group setting. At this time l would like to a k if you a re agreeable to have 
the researcher, Bernadette Gallagher contact you? By saying ye to the contact you have 
not made a commitment to the study rather it is an opportunity to hear more about the 
research and ask questions. 

I would like to remind you again that your participation is voluntary and whether you 
participate or not in the research does not impact on your role a a professional within the 
agency. r would like to thank you for taking the time to hear about the research project. 

My name again is _______ (name of administrative assistant) from _____ (name of 
agency) and I can be reached at (phone number) . 

Consent to be contacted (check only one) 

I Verbal consent given for re earcher to be in contact with ______ (name), 
_____ (telephone number) and address. 

OR 

Verbal con ent denied. 

Administrative Assistant Information 

Name of individual making contact: __________ _ 
Name of organization: __________ _ 
Date: _____ _ _ _________ _ 
Time: _______________ _ 

Signature: --------------
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Appendix L: Consent to participate as a parent focus group 
member 

Adjusting the Lens: Parents Create Change in Ontario 's Child Protection System 

CONT ACT INFORMATION 
Researcher: Bernadette Gallagher, PhD Candidate: 

Memorial University of NeY1ifoundland, Phone (647) 229-2766, Fax (5 19) 754-1221. 
Email: bgalla[her@rogers.com 

Or 
Project Supervisor: Dr. Ken Barter, Memorial University of Nevfoundland 

School a./Social Work: Phone (709) 737-2030; Fax (709) 73 7-7701, 
Email: kbarter@mun.ca 

Thank you for af:,rreeing to put your name forward to participate in th is re earch as a parent focu 
group member. The aim of the study is to have parents and professionals a sociated with chi ld 
protection talk with each other about how the current ystem of care can be improved. Parents 
are asked to propo e changes to the system of care and professionals are a ked to respond to these 
changes. This research is performed as a part ial fulfillme nt of the requirements for my Ph.D. in 
social work a t Memorial Uni versity of Newfoundland . 

By agreeing to participate in the study I understand the following: 

I . I understand that the purpose of the study is to explore the ex perienccs of parent 
who have had with the child protection system in Ontario. 

2. I am willing to take part as in a focus gro up interview and that anything I say in the 
interv iew will be held in the strictest contidence. Identifying information will be 
excluded. 

3. I can request a copy of the focus group discussion. 
4 . l understand that I can choose not to answer any questions during I he interview and I am 

ab le to withdraw from the tudy at any time. If I withdraw from the study all of my 
infom1ation w ill b removed. 

5. I consent to the interview being tape-recorded and l understand the tapes will be kept for 
a period of 5years according the university's research policy. After this time the tapes 
will be destroyed. 

6. I understand an administrati ve person who has signed an oath of confidentiality may read 
the audiotapes. 

7. The information obtained from the interviews will be read by a committee at the 
university and will be published for public viewing. 

8. The informatio n may be used to writejoumal articles after complet ion o f the study but no 
identifying information will be relea ed without prior written permission. 

9. I can receive a summary of the fina l report if I wish. 
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I 0. Any info rmation that is di sc losed dw·ing the course of the interview that concerns ri sk o f 
child harm must be lega lly repo rted by the researcher to the local Children's id Society; 
other situatio ns such as the disclose of sexually transmittable d iseases or intent to ham1 
someone most a lso be reported. 

II . T here a re no fo reseeable physical risks w ith the re earch study however, the questions are 
sensitive in nature and may ra ise emotio ns. I can speak to the researcher fo r referra l 
informatio n about resources for ongoi ng support. 

12. This study has been approved by the Inte rdiscipl inary Committee on Ethics in Human 
subj ects at Memoria l University . If you have any questions or concerns about the study 
that are not dealt with by me, you may contact the Chairperson of that Committee 
through his/her ecretary, Ms. lea nor Butler, Office of research at 709 73 7-825 1. 

13. You are making a decision as to whether or not to partic ipate in the study. Your 
signature on this fom1 indicates that you have read the consent to participate infonnation , 
or had it read to you, and decided to part ic ipate. You may withdraw from the study at 
any time even after signing the fo rm. 

STA TEMEN T OF CONSENT 

---------,--.....,---(participant' s name) have read the consent form, or had it read to 
me __ (participant initia ls) and understand my role in the research process. I have had the opportunity to 
ask questions about the study and these questions have been answered to my satisfaction as a result (p lease 
check one o f the fo llowing): 

11 
J 

________ (participant' s name) agree to part icipate or 
________ (part icipa11t's name) do not agree to participate. 

Partic ipant's Signature ______________ Date: ____ _ 

I acknowledge receiving a signed copy of my consent form. Part icipant's 
ignature Date: _____ _ 

208 



Appendix M: Consent to participate as child_protection 
professional 

Adjusting the Lens: Parents Create Change in Ontario 's Child Protection System 

CONTACT INFORMATION 

Researcher: Bernadette Gallagher, PhD Candidate: 
Memorial University ofNeM:/oundland, Phone (64 7) 229-2766. Fax (5 / 9) 754-/21/ , 

Email: bgallagher@rogers.com 
Or 

Project Supervisor: Dr. Ken Barter, Memorial University of NeM:foundland 
School of Social Work: Phone (709) 737-2030; Fax (709) 737-770/ , 

Email: kbarter@mun.ca 
Thank you for agreeing to put your name forward to pa1iicipate in this research as a child 
protection profe siona l and providing penni sion for me to make contact with you. The aim 
of the study is to have parents and profes ionals associated with chi ld protection talk with 
each other regarding possible chang s to Ontario's system of protection. Parents are asked to 
propose changes to the system of care and professionals are asked to respond to these 
changes. This research is performed as a partia l fulfillment of the requirements for my Ph.D. 
in social work at Memorial University of Newfoundland. 

By agreeing to parti cipate in the study I under tand the following: 

I. I am participating in one or more group interviews with there earcher( ), other 
parents (initialfor consent) and professionals (in itial for 
consent) to discuss my experience with child protection services. Each group may 
take up to two hours of my time. 

2 . I agree that I may be contacted to participate in a focus group con ist ing of 
parents and professionals to discuss recommended changes _ (initial for 
consent). 

3 . I can requc t a copy of the focus group di cus ion. 
4. The inf01mation I provide will be held in the strictest contidence and identifying 

inf01mation will not be used without my written permission. 
5. The interview may be tape-recorded (initial.for consent) and 

transcribed by an assistant. (initial for consent) 
6. The admini trati ve assistant has signed an oath of confidentially f01m and has 

been briefed by the researcher about the duty to protect privacy. 
7. In accordance with Memorial Uni versity's standard of data retention, the tape 

recordings, tran cripts and no te from the study will be kept for five years and 
then they will be destroyed to protect participant privacy. 

8. The information collected will be stored in an electronic file and a locked cabinet. 
The researcher and her supervisor are the only persons who have access to these 
storage sites. 
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9. The information obtained from the interviews will be read by a committee at the 
univer ity and will be published for public viewing. 

I 0. The information may be used to write journal articles after completion of the 
study but no identifying information will be released without prior written 
permts ton. (initial/or consent) 

I I . I can receive a summary of the final report if I wish. 
12. Any information that is disclo ed during the course of the interview that concern 

risk of child harm must be legally reported by there earch r to the local 
Children ' Aid Society; other ituations uch as the disclose of exually 
transmittable diseases or intent to harm omeone most al o be reported. 

13. There are no foreseeable physical risk with the research study however, the 
questions are sen itive in nature and may raise emotions. I can speak to the 
researcher for referral information about resources for ongoing upport. 

14. I can choo e not to answer any question during the course ofthe interview. 
15. I am tree to withdraw from the study at any time. If I withdraw from the study all 

of my information will be removed. 
I 6. I can direct questions about the study or thi fom1 to there earcher or her 

supervi or before I agree to participate. 
17. I can peak with a School of Social Work re ource per on who i not directly 

involved in the project. That individual is Dr. ancy Sullivan: chair of PhD (709) 
737-4093. 

I 8. Any parking or bus fare expenses l have a part of the study will be returned. 
I 9. The information collected is for research purposes. 
20. This study ha been approved by the Interdisciplinary Committee on thics in 

Human subject at Memorial University. If you have any que tion or concerns 
about the tudy that are not dealt with by me, you may contact the hairper on of 
that om mitt e through hi /her ecretary, Ms. Eleanor Butler, Office of re earch 
at 709 73 7-825 1. 

You are making a decision as to whether or not to pm1icipate in the tudy. Your 
signature on thi fon11 indicates that you have read the consent to participate infonnation, 
or had it read to you, and decided to participate. You may withdraw from the study at 
any time even after si~:,'Tl ing the fom1. 

STATEMENT OF CONSENT 

------,--,----,----,--,--(Participant's name) have read the consent form, or had it read to 
me __ (participant initials) and understand my role in the research process. l have had the pportunity to 
ask questions about the study and these questions have been answered to my satisfact ion as a result (please 
check one o f the following): 

I J 
_______ (participant ' s name) agree to participate or 
________ (participant's name) do not agree to participate. 

Participant's ignature _____________ Date: ____ _ 

I acknowledge receiving a signed copy of my consent form. Participant 's 
ignature Date: ____ _ 
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Appendix N: Consent to participate joint parent & professional 
focus group 

Adjusting The Lens: Parents Create Change in Ontario's Child Protection System 

CONTACT INFORMATION 

Re earcher: Bernadette Gallagher, PhD Candidate: 
Memorial University of NeV~.foundland, Phone (647) 229-2766, Fax (5 19) 754- 1211, 

Email: bgallagher c rogers. com 
Or 

Proj ect Supervisor: Dr. Ken Barter, Memorial University ofNeV~_'(oundland 

School o.fSocial Work: Phone (709) 737-1030, Fax (709) 737-7701, 
Email: kbarter@mun.ca 

T hank you for agreeing to put your name forward to participate in thi research as a joint 
parent and pro fessional focus group member and providing permission for me to make 
contact with you. The aim of the study is to have parents and professionals associated with 
child protection talk with each other about how the current system of care can be impro ed. 
Parents are asked to propose changes to the system of care and profe sionals are asked to 
respond to thee changes. This research is performed as a partial ful fil lment of the 
requirements for my Ph.D. in social work at Memorial University ofNewCoundland. 

By agreeing to partic ipate in the study I unde rstand the fo llowing: 

I . I am participating in one or more group interviews w ith the rc earcher(s), o ther 
parents (initial for consent) and professionals (initial.for 
consent) to di scu s my experience with child protection services. Each group may 
take up to two hours of my time. 

2 . I can request a copy of the focus group discussion. 
3 . The infom1ation I provide will be held in the strictest confi dence and identi fying 

information w ill not be used w ithout m y written permission. 
4. T he interview may be tape-recorded (initial.for consent) and 

transcribed by an assistant. (initial.for consent) 
5. The administrative a sistant has signed an oath of confidentiall y fom1 and has 

been briefed by the researcher about the duty to protect privacy. 
6 . In accordance with Memorial Uni vers ity's standard of data re tention, the tape 

recordings, transcripts and notes from the study wi ll be kept fo r tive years and 
then they will be destroyed to protect participant privacy. 

7 . The infom1ation collected will be stored in an e lectronic fil e and a locked cabinet. 
The researcher and her supervisor are the onl y persons who have access to these 
sto rage ite . 

8. The info m1atio n obtained fi·om the interviews wi ll be read by a committee at the 
uni versi ty and will be published fo r publi c viewi ng. 
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9. The information may be used to write journal articles after completion of the 
study but no identifying infonnation will be released without prior written 
penm ston. (initial for consent) 

I 0. I can receive a summary of the final repoti if I wish. 
I I. Any information that is disclosed during the course of the interview that concem s 

ri sk of child harm must be legally repotied by the researcher to the local 
Children's Aid Society; other situations such as the disclose of sexually 
transmittable diseases or intent to harm someone most also be reported. 

12. There are no fore eeable physical ri ks with the research stud y however, the 
questions are sensitive in nature and may raise emotions. I can peak to the 
researcher for refen·al infom1ation about re ources for ongoing support. 

13. r can choose not to answer any question during the course of the interview. 
14. I am free to withdraw from the study at any time. If I withdraw from the study all 

of my infom1ation will be removed. 
15. I can direct questions about the tudy or thi s form to the researcher or her 

supervisor before 1 agree to participate. 
16. I can speak with a School of Social Work re ource person who is not directly 

involved in the project. That individual is Dr. Nancy Sullivan: chair of PhD (709) 
737-4093 . 

17. Any parking or bus fare expenses I have as pati of the study wi ll be retumed. 
18. The infonnation collected is for research purposes. 
19. This study has been approved by the Interdisciplinary Committee on Ethics in 

Human subjects at Memorial University. If you have any questions or concem s 
about the study that are not dealt with by me, you may contact the Chairperson of 
that Committee through his/her ecretary, Ms. Eleanor Butler, Office of research 
at 709 73 7-825 1. 

You are making a decision as to whether o r not to pmiicipate in the tudy. Your 
signature on this fom1 indicates that you have read the consent to participate information, 
or had it read to you, and decided to patiicipate. You may withdraw from the study at 
any time even after s igning the fonn. 

STATEMENT OF CONSENT 

__________ (participant's name) have read the consent form, or had it read to 
me __ (partic ipant initia ls) and understand my role in the research process. I have had the opportunity to 
ask questions about the s tudy and these questions have been answered to my satisfaction as a result (p lease 
check one of the fo llowing): 

_______ (participant 's name) agree to participate or 
________ (participant's name) do not agree to participate. 

Participant"s S ignature Date: ____ _ 

I acknowledge recei ing a s igned copy of my consent form. Partic ipant's 
ignature Date : ____ _ 
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