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Abbreviations and glossary 

English Australian  

Kinship care/connected 

carer 

Kinship care/family care Placement of children with extended 

family or friends 

Informal kinship care Informal kinship care Placements arranged by families 

Formal kinship care Formal kinship care Placements made with social work 

involvement 

Permanence Permanence Ensuring that children know where 

they are going to be long term and 

feel secure 

Contact Contact Visits to parents and others for 

children who do not live with birth 

parents 

Supervised contact  Supervised contact Visits overseen by a professional 

who may make notes 

Supported or facilitated 

contact 

Visit coaching, therapeutic 

contact, enhanced contact 

Contact in which the supervisor 

supports those involved  

The Local 

Authority/Children’s 

Services/Social 

Services 

The Department Statutory local body holding 

responsibility for child protection and 

children in care 

Local authority social 

worker (qualified) 

Case worker 

(may or may not be 

qualified or work for the 

department) 

Person responsible for planning for a 

child who has been removed from 

home 

Special Guardianship 

Order (SGO) 

Special Guardianship 

Order 

A court order giving kinship carers or 

foster carers parental responsibility 

for a child and providing legal 

permanence 

Care Order  Permanent Care Order  A court order that sets out where a 

child will grow up 

No equivalent. 

Requirement to 

consider child’s ethnic 

and cultural heritage 

Aboriginal child placement 

principle 

Requirement that all indigenous 

children should be placed within their 

own culture 
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when placing for 

adoption recently 

weakened 

 Back to country Ensuring that Aboriginal children can 

visit their ancestral lands in 

recognition of their spiritual 

connection with the land 

Life story work  Life story work  The process of gathering memories 

and photos for children in care and 

helping them understand their 

histories 

Family group 

conferencing 

Family group conferencing A collaborative approach that brings 

family and friends together to work 

out how to keep children safe 

 Stolen generation Aboriginal children removed from 

their families and culture on the 

assumption that white European 

culture was superior 

 Child migrants British children sent to Australia up 

until the late sixties  

 The forgotten Australians Babies removed from unmarried 

mothers and other children raised in 

institutional care in the first half of the 

twentieth century 

Experts by experience Experts by experience Those with personal experience of 

welfare systems who contribute to 

learning and research 

Coherent narrative Coherent narrative Having a story of oneself that makes 

sense, acknowledges emotion and 

attributes responsibility correctly 

Site of conscience Site of conscience The memorialisation of places of 

protest and oppression in a way that 

connects to current human rights 

struggles 
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Executive summary – what I researched, major findings, recommendations  

I set off for Australia hoping to learn about how and why so many children were successfully 

placed in kinship care in this continent, how families were supported to manage birth parent 

contact and whether this was used as an opportunity for helping children to understand their 

histories.  

My Fellowship taught me some quite different things from those I had expected: it reminded 

me of what it means to be an outsider visiting a strange place and made me question my 

own taken for granted ideas. It introduced me to a different kind of learning from that 

available through research and theory and allowed me to hear first-hand from professionals 

and families about the lived experience of social work practice.  

I came away full of ideas not so much about specific approaches that could be applied in the 

UK, but about the underpinning ideas and attitudes that I discovered in Australia: historically 

informed, collaborative, culturally aware, strengths based, persistent social work practices 

that valued the continuing role of birth families in children’s lives and sought to build 

connections from the past to the present into the future.  
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Introduction to the project 

Social work practice in Australia and the UK has many apparent similarities – we speak the 

same language, share some of the same childcare legislation and have some common 

history. Both countries have steadily rising numbers of children in the care system, 

difficulties in recruiting and retaining social workers and foster carers, and a drive to reduce 

the amount of time that it takes to make permanent decisions about children who cannot live 

at home. Both lack of resources for preventative work, reunification and the support of 

contact. Both have had a number of high profile child deaths that have created pressure to 

work in a more risk averse manner. Some of these have involved children in kinship care 

placements. Australia and the UK have shared experience of public scandals and inquiries in 

response to the sexual and physical abuse of children in institutional care and more widely. 

Social workers are sometimes poorly regarded in both settings. Parents and other family 

members may struggle to access legal representation in both England and Australia.   

However, there are significant differences. In the UK, the majority of services for children 

and families where there are concerns about maltreatment are delivered by local authority 

social workers, who must be qualified and registered. Private fostering services provide 

some placements and there is government pressure to increase the role of profit making 

companies, but this is widely opposed. In Australia, social workers employed by ‘the 

Department’ may or may not be qualified and their role is largely restricted to statutory 

intervention, with most other services being delivered by a wide range of church and 

voluntary organisations.  

There are some variations in child care practice and legal decision making between the 

countries of Great Britain, but in general practice is highly prescribed and scrutinised by the 

courts and inspectors, with standardised formats for assessments and reports in use. In 

Australia, legislation and practice differs between states and the format for the assessment 

of kinship carers also varies widely.  

Permanence, protection and timely decision making are dominant narratives in the UK, with 

strong government support for adoption (not always shared by the judiciary). Recent 

legislation has reduced the time allowed for making a permanent decision about a child’s 

future to 26 weeks in all but exceptional circumstances. The last decade has seen a huge 

rise in referrals to children’s services in the UK, with as many as 25% of children having 

some contact with social workers in some areas (Ofsted, 2016).  

In England, court decisions about children are informed by social work reports, advice from 

the children’s guardian and in some cases, independent experts (including social workers). 
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Children are legally represented. Social workers do not have the power to remove a child 

without a court order.  

Reunification and kinship care are more dominant themes in Australia, particularly for 

indigenous children. The history of the Stolen Generation, Child Migrants and the Forgotten 

Australians continues to inform child care policy.  However, indigenous children are still 

hugely over-represented in out of home care. They are almost ten times more likely to be in 

this situation than non-indigenous children. The Aboriginal Child Placement Principle creates 

a powerful incentive to seek out kinship carers for indigenous children. The Australian 

shortage of foster carers is more severe than that in the UK, with even placements for 

babies sometimes hard to find. Formal fostering and adoption are culturally unacceptable to 

indigenous communities. Adoption without parental consent is controversial and is little used.  

In Australia, the timescales for making a permanent decision about a child’s future have 

recently been reduced to two years (in some states) which has caused some consternation. 

Social workers have the authority to remove children from home. There is no independent 

social work voice in proceedings and no automatic legal representation for the child. It is 

difficult to locate comparable statistics about the numbers of children cared for away from 

home and how many of these are in kinship care due to differences in data collection, but 

some statistical information is included at the end of this report. Whilst foster care is the most 

common placement for children removed from parents in the UK, around half of such 

children in Australia are in kinship care of some kind.  If informal kinship care is included, the 

figure is much higher.  

Both Australia and the UK recognise the potential benefits that kinship placement can bring: 

a sense of belonging and being wanted; the chance to keep in touch with family members 

and to grow up within their own community and culture. Australia has a higher proportion of 

children placed in kinship care and has been making wider use of this placement option for 

longer. Numbers of children in kinship care in the UK are rapidly increasing, but services and 

support have yet to catch up with this. In both countries, there are concerns that support to 

kinship carers is underfunded.  

In the UK, there are concerns that as many as a quarter of Special Guardianship Orders 

granted have Supervision Orders attached – suggesting court concerns about support 

available or quality of care. Here kinship care is sometimes regarded as a kind of second 

class foster care, with families expected to meet unrealistic requirements and little 

recognition of the unique challenges that their circumstances create. In Australia, there is 

greater understanding of kinship care as different to foster care and requiring a different 

approach to assessment and support.  
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Support for contact in kinship care in the UK is virtually non-existent (and some carers may 

even be ruled out on the basis that they cannot manage this unaided). In Australia, it is 

variable but accepted as necessary. Few kinship carers here get help with life story work or 

explaining things to their children, but this need is more recognised in Australia. The pattern 

of service delivery by a range of relatively small organisations allows for more creative and 

innovative practice to develop in Australia, but also creates inequality of service to an even 

greater extent than in the UK and a complex system for carers to navigate, often at a time of 

high stress. 

Aims, objectives and purpose of the project 

I wanted to find out how and why such a significant proportion of Australian children were 

placed in kinship care and how kinship carers were assessed and supported and trained. I 

also wanted to learn about innovative approaches to contact generally and how these were 

used for children in kinship care. Finally, I wanted to learn more about the Australian 

approach to life story work and whether contact was used as an opportunity to help children 

ask questions.  

Approach and methods 

The nature of social work practice made it impossible for me to actually work alongside 

practitioners at any one service and the need for confidentiality restricted my opportunities to 

observe practice or talk to families.  

I set up a series of visits to a wide range of services across four states: Western Australia 

(WA), Victoria, Australian Capital Territory (ACT) and New South Wales (NSW). These 

included an advocacy service, a contact centre, discussions with academics, a research 

project, kinship carer support services, and strategic leads, those involved in development of 

resources and a residential unit for young parents and their babies. I spoke to social workers 

employed by local government as well as those working for charitable and voluntary 

agencies. Everyone that I contacted was extremely friendly and welcoming and often 

suggested other places to visit. Several people set up group discussions for me with a wide 

range of individuals around the table. I met with kinship carers, parents and children in 

several settings and their perspectives were invaluable. Chance encounters and visits 

arranged at short notice provided some of my most interesting experiences, with my role as 

a Winston Churchill Travel Fellow helping me to gain access in unexpected ways.  

As a social worker and trainer, I am used to gathering information in a planned, formal 

manner and relying heavily on research to support my understanding. This experience of 
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visiting services and talking to people with differing views of the system and varying levels of 

knowledge and experience required adjustment. At first, I experienced some frustration and 

anxiety about the subjective nature of what I was learning. My adventure only really began 

when I listened to the advice of Paula Hayden from Winangay.  

‘Australia is a wonderful, deeply spiritual place, you will feel it in the land, open your heart to 

this experience and listen more than talk and you will be deeply rewarded in a range of 

unexpected ways’. 

I set off for Australia with a list of questions that I wanted answering and areas that I was 

interested in. But I quickly realised that Australian social work could only be understood in 

the context of Australian history in which colonialism and Social Darwinism had played out 

so viciously in the lives of so many children through state intervention. My free time was 

spent in galleries, learning about how art, culture and spirituality are intertwined for 

indigenous people and encountering art works that retold the history of ‘discovery’ from an 

Aboriginal perspective. Reading Kate Grenville’s excellent novels taught me about the 

astonishing bravery, isolation and tenacity of the first convict migrants and the complex 

relationships that they had with indigenous people. Her descriptions of the brutal, 

hierarchical world of eighteenth century England and the vulnerability of people newly 

arrived in a strange land helped me to understand more about how atrocities could occur 

and the complex moral world negotiated by both sides.  

In museums, I read the stories of Child Migrants, learnt about the harsh lives of the first 

European settlers and began to educate myself about the Aboriginal civil rights movement 

and drive for self-determination. I watched Kevin Rudd’s apology to the Stolen Generation, 

visited the Aboriginal Tent Embassy and spent an afternoon at The Parramatta Female 

Factory Precinct Memory Project, a place where the ghosts of so much history still hovered. I 

began to learn more about the connections between collective storytelling and life story work 

in an unanticipated way.   
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The Aboriginal Tent Embassy, a land rights protest outside Old Government House in 

Canberra 

In exploring Australia, I found a beautiful country full of open and friendly people who seem 

without the snobbery that is so common in Britain. Despite a history mired in racism and 

continuing hostility to refugees, in urban areas English, Irish, Greek, Italian, Chinese and 

Vietnamese people live and work alongside each other and the array of food on offer reflects 

this. Life in rural communities appears more segregated, with little contact between 

Aboriginal people and the non-indigenous communities. There is huge inequality for 

indigenous people and much stereotyping of these communities as violent and criminal. But 

the achievements of Aboriginal artists, dancers, politicians, poets and leaders are celebrated 

in museums and galleries and public buildings acknowledge their custodianship of the land. 

There is an astonishing spirit of generosity and reconciliation. Prime Minister Kevin Rudd 

was presented with a coolamon – a traditional baby carrier – after he delivered his apology 

to the Stolen Generation in 2008. In many agencies, Aboriginal and non-indigenous people 

adopt a model of ‘bi-cultural practice’, working side by side to learn from each other.  
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Report overview 

This report begins by describing some of the historical and social context in which Australian 

social work practice has developed, before going on to describe my learning from the 

experience of being the outsider on my visits. The rest of the report is structured around the 

theme of connections which emerged when I threw away my list of questions, began to pay 

more attention to the underlying principles that informed practice and gave myself 

permission to focus more on life story work than I had originally planned.  

Kinship care, contact and life story work all aim to meet children’s needs by preserving 

important connections with their families and with their own histories. Their success is largely 

dependent on relationships between adults: parents, carers, social workers and contact 

supervisors. The quality of these relationships and the extent to which the adults involved 

feel supported and respected hugely influences children’s experiences of growing up in 

kinship care, visiting their parents and learning the stories of their own lives. Good social 

work practice in this context needs to be based on a recognition of the strong feelings of 

loss, anger, fear, jealousy, shame and guilt that everyone involved may experience, a 

recognition of the strengths and wisdom of families in caring for their children and a 

willingness to work in a flexible, creative way.  On my journey through Australia I 

encountered organisations that were working to keep connections alive and to strengthen 

them in many different ways. This report describes some of the most creative and innovative 

approaches that I encountered.  

  

Painting by a grandmother who attended the Perth Enhanced Contact Centre, showing how 

family and professionals worked alongside each other to keep her grandchild safe 
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FINDINGS 

Australian social work in context  

It is currently believed that Aboriginal people lived in Australia as long as 50,000 years ago. 

DNA testing suggests that they travelled from Siberia although how they made the 

treacherous journey across the ocean remains unknown. This is a huge country that was 

sparsely populated until the arrival of Europeans in the eighteenth century. Indigenous 

people created a stable, sustainable way of living based on a deep understanding of nature 

and a reverence for the land. This has been disrupted and systematically destroyed over the 

last 200 years. The level of exposure to Western culture (and its associated diseases and 

vices) varied enormously. Some Aboriginal people worked, lived and started families with 

early settlers right from the start, whilst it was not until 1983 that some remote dessert 

people encountered ‘white fellas’.  

There is no single ‘Aboriginal culture’ – the indigenous community is diverse, speaking 

numerous languages. It includes those who continue to live a traditional way of life in the 

Northern Territory, urban people (some eminent in a wide range of professions) and a great 

deal of rural poverty. Torres Strait Islanders are a distinct cultural group with very different 

beliefs and practices. Many fair-skinned Australians grow up unaware of their Aboriginal 

heritage and only make connection with their cultural roots in adult life.   

It is difficult to establish much about indigenous family life prior to the arrival of the 

Europeans, but I was told that some Aboriginal groups were matriarchal, others more 

patriarchal. All seem to have been characterised by a deep connection to place and a 

spiritual relationship with the land. Aboriginal communities have in common a sense of 

shared responsibility for children and a concept of ‘family’ that goes beyond biological 

connection. A child may call several adults ‘Mum’. ‘Aunty’ or ‘Granny’ are used as a term of 

respect for elders. It is within this context that the Australian focus on kinship care first 

developed – recognising the importance for children of the wider family, culture and place.  

Historically, racism and the notion of white superiority were explicitly enshrined in 

government policy, with immigration focussed on ‘keeping Australia white’ for many 

decades. Indigenous people were first seen as a dying race for whom the settlers must 

‘smooth the pillow’. When indigenous people did not disappear, attempts were made to 

‘breed out’ Aboriginality and destroy culture through the removal of fair-skinned children and 

the imprisonment of many indigenous men for crimes including ‘being Aboriginal’. Traditional 

cultural practices and languages were outlawed and nomadic people’s land was stolen on 

the false claim that Australia was ‘Terra Nullius’ – nobody’s land.  It was only in 1967 that 
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indigenous people were recognised as citizens of Australia, rather than ‘flora and fauna’. 

There are further stories of loss and suffering in the hard lives endured by convicts and early 

settlers, the displacement of the Child Migrants sent to the other side of the world and often 

deceived about their origins and the removal of many babies from unmarried mothers. Many 

such children grew up in institutions where they were abused and exploited.   

Australia is still living with the legacy of the harm that this history caused, with indigenous 

communities in particular still bearing the scars of intergenerational trauma; disproportionate 

numbers of Aboriginal children are in care and adults incarcerated. As recently as 2007, 

there was huge debate about emergency state action in the Northern Territory which 

resulted in the removal of large numbers of indigenous children and restrictive legislation in 

response to contested reports of sexual abuse as culturally endemic. Land rights are not 

entirely settled and Aboriginal child care agencies are not yet fully responsible for the safety 

of indigenous children. There are difficulties for social workers operating in this context, 

aware of the dangers of imposing Eurocentric parenting norms on indigenous populations as 

well the risk that cultural relativism could leave Aboriginal children unprotected.  

Despite the resilience of indigenous communities, this cultural genocide had a profound 

impact on the parenting capacity of the Aboriginal community. The loss of verbal culture and 

spiritual connection passed down through generations, displacement and disruption of 

traditional child rearing practices manifests in mental health problems, substance misuse, 

lateral violence and difficulties in raising children.  Indigenous children often fare poorly in 

the care system and there are particular concerns about the deaths of Aboriginal youths in 

custody. How best to address this and keep the current generation of children safe is a more 

complex issue. I found a strongly held belief amongst professionals in Australia that the 

extended family is a ‘safe and natural’ place to raise a child, particularly an indigenous child. 

This brings both opportunities and some potential risks.  

The importance of Aboriginality was recognised in in child care legislation 1987 with the 

introduction of the Aboriginal Child Placement Principle. This required that ‘an Aboriginal 

child be placed within the child's extended family; within the child's Aboriginal community; 

and, failing that, with other Aboriginal people’. The ‘Back to Country’ programme tries to 

ensure that all Aboriginal children in out of home care are supported to make connections 

with the land that was in the traditional custodianship of their elders. Formal fostering and 

adoption are not culturally acceptable to most indigenous people.  

Kinship care is important in the context of this history. It helps to minimise state intervention 

in family life and keep indigenous children within their own culture and on their own land 

whenever possible. Decisions about individual children are therefore once again influenced 
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by wider social concerns; in this case an attempt to redress the harm caused to a whole 

community as well as to best meet a child’s cultural needs.  

The potential harm caused by state intervention and loss of family and culture is more 

centrally and overtly acknowledged in Australian social work practice than in the UK. But 

many of the parents and grandparents I assess suffered harm because they were 

unprotected by social workers as they grew up or experienced further abuse and neglect in 

care. Recognising this more explicitly could improve our practice in the UK and help to build 

more trusting relationships with families.  

Here in the UK it is the poorest children that are most over-represented within the care 

system (children from some ethnic minorities are more likely to be in care, others less likely). 

Our childcare practice is historically rooted in the moral rescue of the children of the ‘feckless 

poor’. It was these very children that we sent to Australia through the Child Migrant 

programme, hoping to provide good ‘white working stock’. Complaints were received at the 

time about the poor quality of some such children.  

There are uncomfortable parallels between the colonial endeavour and our current practice 

which seeks to offer (mostly working class) children a ‘better life’ through adoption (largely 

by middle class families). We might question what wider social concerns the current 

government’s adoption rhetoric is designed to meet, coming as it does during a period of 

renewed state condemnation of the ‘feckless poor’ or ‘benefit scroungers’ as we now call 

them. The history of state intervention in family life in Australia (driven as it was by English 

imperialism and Social Darwinism) provides an important reminder that we are all capable of 

causing great harm with the very best of intentions.   

Classification of a people (as primitive) or a family (as dysfunctional) is an exercise of power, 

a means of imposing our own way of understanding on a complex and always to some 

extent unknowable world. The power that we hold as social workers brings responsibility to 

reflect critically on our own practice.  
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First encounters 

When white men first set foot on Australian soil, some of the indigenous people believed 

them to be ghosts because of their pale skin. The Europeans’ misunderstanding of 

Aboriginal people was far deeper and long lasting. They mistook an ancient spiritual culture 

with a deep understanding of how to live on the land and a complex pattern of kinship, for a 

group of savages who were evolutionarily inferior and in need of conversion to Christianity. 

There was little doubt that the European view would prevail, backed as it was with 

ammunition and a willingness to ignore all the trappings of ‘civilisation’ (such as recognition 

of land rights). From a position of power, it is easy to regard other people’s cultural practices 

as exotic, deficient or even pathological. Our own culture is largely invisible to us and feels 

‘normal’. But visiting another place and culture is an opportunity to step back and re-examine 

those things that we take for granted in our own.  

                                                   

British military uniforms which must have appeared bizarre to indigenous people. Bungaree 

(right) 1775-1830 was an Aboriginal man from Broken Bay who adopted the incomers’ style 

of dress and acted as interpreter 

On arrival in Australia, I was attributed an English identity that felt quite uncomfortable. 

People were keen to talk to me about the royal family, Downton Abbey and Inspector Morse 

– all aspects of Englishness in which I have no interest whatsoever. Although we spoke the 

same language, people used unfamiliar words (what is a ‘pokie’?) and we had very different 

ways of talking. The Australian blunt and straightforward manner of speech sometimes 

seemed rude or made me feel convoluted and formal. 
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This Australian poster about littering is an example of plain speaking that would seem rude 

in the UK 

This difference was even more marked on my Fellowship visits. People would mention in 

passing, practices that were to them, entirely unremarkable but which absolutely astonished 

me. I spent the first week reeling from learning that in Australia, social workers can remove a 

child without going to court. When I explained that this was not the case in the UK, people 

were quick to tell me that our way would be impossible in Australia. This was one of my most 

important pieces of learning- everything that seems impossible is possible somewhere. 

Everything that we take for granted as normal or inevitable is particular and historically 

contingent. You cannot take what works in one setting and transplant it somewhere else 

without understanding the context. This is as true of moving a child into a new family as it is 

of importing a practice model. All children placed in alternative care are strangers in a 

foreign land, at least at first. Those placed in kinship care may at least have some 

knowledge of the terrain.  

 

In Australia, even the trees confound the English visitor by keeping their leaves and 

shedding their bark 

I also had the unsettling experience of not understanding a great deal of what professionals 

said. A single sentence might contain not just words that were unfamiliar or had different 

meanings, but several concepts that I did not understand. This was a great reminder for me 

about how it feels to be a family member talking to a social worker, or even a newly qualified 

social worker surrounded by experienced professionals. It was these early conversations 

that made me realise what a Fellowship could offer me that simply reading about 



19 
 

international practice could not. I was learning about the deep-seated assumptions that were 

so basic to the Australian way that nobody would ever think to set them out in a research 

paper. Just as importantly, my own taken for granted ideas were being revealed to me.  

As a Fellow, I had ‘outsider’ status, which seemed to allow different kinds of conversations to 

those I might have had at home. People spoke frankly and the family members I met 

seemed happy to talk to me without my role getting in the way. I could get beneath the skin 

of practice and learn about what it felt like from the inside in a way that would not have been 

possible just from reading. My very first visit to the Perth FinWA Advocacy Project allowed 

me to talk to social workers, advocates and experts by experience. It provided a salutary 

reminder about how the experiences of parents and other relatives may differ from the 

professional perception of services. As one advocate warned me:  

‘Don’t mistake the rhetoric for reality’  

Despite this, I found much to inspire me. The body of this report sets out my key learning 

about how connections are strengthened for children in Australia - in kinship care, in contact 

and in life story work- and the underlying ideas and attitudes that make this possible.  
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Building connections: parent to parent 

Parents whose children have been taken away often experience overpowering grief, rage, 

shame and guilt. They may be ostracised in their local community and even within their own 

family. The difficulties that led to the child’s removal (drink, drugs, mental health problems) 

sometimes spiral out of control at this point. Coming to contact can be very difficult. It is hard 

to see your child dressed in new clothes, cuddling a stranger, talking about activities that you 

have not been involved in or could not afford. Supervision can feel intrusive and spending 

two hours playing with a child in one room is an unnatural experience for most parents.  

Parents may have little support at this point; there are no social norms for how to behave in 

contact visits. Parenting groups are generally not suitable for parents in this situation.  

Perth Enhanced Contact Centre has taken an innovative approach to addressing this and 

improving contact for both parents and children. The centre is in a comfortable, well-

furnished house in an ordinary street and feels immediately warm and welcoming. As I came 

in the door I heard a sound that I have never heard in a contact centre before: a group of 

parents laughing.  

Parents all have some individual contacts with their child here for which consistent workers 

provide transport and support. Kristy McDowell, the manager has an office which is a 

treasure trove of toys and stories where children can come for reassurance before and after 

visits, sometimes taking a special item into the session with them.  

 

The children’s chair in the manager’s office at the contact centre  
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Once a week a group of parents, all of whom are working towards the return of their children, 

meets up for a couple of hours before the children arrive.  There is some formal parenting 

advice delivered, but also time to cook a shared meal for the children and talk together. On 

the day I visited, the parents were learning about playing with babies, making play-doh, and 

cooking quiche. Successfully engaging men is a challenge for many social work projects, but 

fathers made up nearly half the group on my visit.  

One mother told me ‘people want to come here’; another added ‘this is like a family for me’.  

As the children arrived, the session moved into the large, well-equipped playroom and 

garden. This provided a more natural opportunity for families to be together and for 

assessment. Parents had to deal with ordinary situations – like their child snatching 

another’s toy – and the group setting seemed to help take the pressure off. Parents had 

immediate opportunities to practice their learning and the pleasure of having made food to 

offer their child.  

This way of working is relatively new in Perth, but anecdotal evidence suggests increased 

confidence amongst parents who attend leading to better prospects of reunification and 

improved working relationships. Every parent I spoke to confirmed how much they preferred 

coming to the centre to their previous contact arrangements. There is much that we could 

learn from this project in the UK. Building positive relationships between parents helps to 

alleviate shame and isolation; parenting support is more appropriately delivered to such 

parents in a specialist group; group observations of contact provide rich opportunities for 

assessment and intervention and shifting parents out of the role of passive recipients into 

that of cook and play maker helps them to gain confidence.  

Building connections: parent to child 

Many children in the care system have difficult relationships with their parents and some 

have suffered trauma. Trying to repair such relationships in the artificial setting of a contact 

centre is difficult. The Circle of Security Intervention is a well-established approach in 

Australia for children living at home as well as those in out of home care. This approach is 

beginning to be used to help improve relationships in contact. By chance the landlady of my 

B&B in Canberra was an English social worker, now using this approach in a Family Centre. 

Deb Snee generously shared course materials with me. 
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Visual explanation of attachment behaviours from the Circle of Security model 

The Circle of Security model translates attachment theory into simple terms to help parents 

and carers understand their children’s emotional needs. Unlike many parenting programmes, 

it is relationship based rather than behavioural and recognises the ways in which people’s 

own experiences can affect their responses. The model aims to alleviate shame and guilt, 

with an optimistic view that it is never too late to do things differently. There is an assumption 

that we all make mistakes sometimes, but can learn from them and that everyone finds 

some aspects of parenting difficult. A review of the research about this approach suggests 

that emerging findings are promising but it is unclear as yet how suitable it is for those 

parents with the most serious difficulties (Mercer, 2014) 

This intervention is immediately relevant for social work in the UK, where there is a huge 

emphasis on attachment but few resources available to intervene with parents, particularly 

those with the most complex difficulties. The training has just become available in England 

and I will be interested to see future research evidence about outcomes for the most 

vulnerable families.    

Building connections: carer to carer and child to child 

Kinship carers in the UK and in Australia are often grandparents, in relatively poor health, 

single and with low incomes. The role may be thrust upon them in the middle of the night 

when a social worker arrives with a child in an emergency or creep up more gradually as 
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short stays get longer.  Most are motivated by love and commitment to the child they care 

for, but must cope with the loss of their free time, the future they planned and their previous 

role in the child’s life. Relationships with the child’s parents often become difficult and carers 

may become isolated from their own friends and have less time to spend with other relatives.  

Family carers may feel guilt and shame at what has happened, grief or rage about the 

behaviour of the parents and fears for their future. Caring for a traumatised child is not 

ordinary parenting and managing safe contact with a drug abusing or severely mentally ill 

parent is not ordinary grand-parenting. Attitudes to childcare may have changed since 

bringing up their own children and new issues, like Facebook, have arisen. Caring for a child 

who is grieving, frightened, and angry, excluded from school or does not know how to sit at a 

table is exhausting and difficult. It can be very hard to arrange a baby sitter and many carers 

have to give up work and social activities. Children in kinship care may feel different from 

their friends and struggle to answer questions about why they do not live with parents.  

The Mirabel Project in Melbourne provides an extraordinary package of support to address 

this. They work with families caring for children as a result of parental drug and alcohol 

misuse. Services include a telephone helpline, advocacy, advice about caring for 

traumatised children, respite care, a property that can be used for holidays, help with 

managing behaviour, groups and camps for children, family days and camps where kinship 

carers attend with their children. Whilst the children play, carers can have a massage, drink 

coffee and read the paper, have a barbeque or just enjoy spending time together. There is 

an emphasis on shared experience and talking and advice about how to answer children’s 

questions (discussed later in this report). This is voluntary, long term, social support which is 

strengths based. The group produces anthologies of poetry and enjoys many creative and 

outdoor activities.   
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Mirabel children enjoying an adventure 

An independent analysis of the value for money that this service provided found that from 

2008 to 2015, the organisation supported 635 children from 391 families per annum with an 

investment return calculated at 6.6:1. The report concluded that money was saved by 

preserving kinship placements that might have otherwise broken down and investing in 

childhood, supporting children in ways that could help to break the cycle of addiction 

(Consulting, 2015).  

This support is staggeringly much better than that available in the UK. Beginning to offer 

even some of these services would require significant funding. The Adoption Support Fund 

has recently been extended to children in kinship care; perhaps some of that money could 

be diverted to provide group services rather than individual support.   

Building connections: parent to carer 

Children in kinship care tend to see more of their parents and other relatives than children in 

other placements in the UK, but there is often little support to ensure that these visits are 

positive. Poor quality contact sometimes persists for many years without intervention. 

Relationships between parents and carers can be very difficult in kinship care and contact 

arrangements often bring this into sharp focus (Baynes, 2015). One social work team in 

Perth has adopted a simple approach to trying to address this with both kinship carers and 

foster carers. When contact is difficult, they begin by asking parents and carers: ‘what one 

thing could the other person do differently that would make this better?’ 
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The Barnardo’s Kinship Project in Wyong, NSW takes a proactive approach to trying to 

repair family relationships, even when children have not seen one of their parents for many 

years. The agency holds annual reviews of children’s placement, which always consider 

contact. All family members are consulted and areas of agreement and disagreement 

identified and addressed. Adults who cannot agree about contact are helped to focus on the 

child’s needs, working towards all children having some contact of some kind with both 

parents. Manager Matthew Morris told me ‘we don’t give up’. The organisation also provides 

supported contact to help kinship carers adapt to their role as supervisor, initially in their own 

contact venue but quickly moving out into the community. This project is still developing and 

there is no independent evaluation currently available.  

This persistent, positive attitude to fixing family relationships and regarding co-operation for 

the sake of the child as non-negotiable has much to offer the UK, where there is little support 

available for contact in kinship care. This is relationship-based good social work practice in 

action.   

Building connections: parent to worker 

In the UK, contact is often supervised at least initially by a family support worker, who may 

have little involvement with parent, child or carer outside of the visits and who often makes 

notes. These may be submitted to the social worker and sometimes to the court without any 

discussion with the parent. There are many excellent contact supervisors, but they can be 

required to observe contact for long periods without intervening. Parents may feel uncertain 

about what is expected of them or how they are doing. This can adversely affect their 

interaction with their child and is a wasted opportunity for intervention.  Social workers may 

have little opportunity to observe contact themselves and little discussion with parents about 

how it is going.  

Meredith Kiraly and Margaret Kertesz, academics, described a similar pattern of visits in 

Australia when we met in Melbourne. These sometimes take place in unsuitable office 

premises, contact is often misunderstood as a parent’s right rather than to meet a child’s 

needs. The process can become dehumanised and rigid, with a lack of focus on parent/child 

relationship. Contact supervisors can become distanced from the emotional content of 

contact due to repeated exposure to distress. Contact arrangements are often made in a 

formulaic way, with children taken out of school and sometimes travelling long distances to 

see family members.  

The kContact Project at the Australian Catholic University (Taplin, et al., 2015) is 

researching a different approach, using a simple ‘visit coaching’ model. The worker aims to 
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hold the parent in mind, so that the parent can hold the child in mind. Before contact begins, 

worker and parent discuss what the parent wants from contact, expectations of them, their 

role and that of the supervisor. Before each visit, the worker makes a quick call to ensure the 

parent is comfortable with practical arrangements and discuss any worries. A few days after 

each visit, the worker rings again to check how the parent is feeling, give and receive 

feedback and plan together what needs to be done differently next time. Arrangements are 

regularly reviewed. Initial findings are very positive in terms of improved relationships, 

although some social workers struggled to make the follow up call.  

This seemingly simple idea requires professionals to recognise and respond to both the 

child’s feelings and those of the parent (and the carer who may also be troubled by contact). 

Increased recognition of the emotional context of visits has the potential to improve practice 

in the UK, but would require appropriate supervision and training for contact supervisors 

along with time to think between observations.     

Building connections: worker to carer 

There is an inherent tension in kinship care between providing support and intruding on 

family life. In my experience, carers often feel perplexed at the need for assessment to care 

for a related child. The assessment templates in use in the UK are bureaucratic and 

inflexible, tending to filter family members out with little recognition that it takes time to adapt 

to the role and that support may be needed. Until recently the SGO assessment format 

covered few of the issues unique to kinship care, such as managing family relationships and 

safe contact, but this has recently been addressed. Other carers find themselves 

inappropriately assessed as foster carers and struggling to meet requirements that were 

developed for very different circumstances. Others feel dismissed because of birth parents’ 

difficulties. Recent serious case reviews have found a lack of rigour in assessment, leaving 

children at serious risk of harm.  

Assessment of kinship carers is very different in Australia. The report formats used are 

variable and I heard widespread concern about inadequate or non-existent assessment that 

left some children in unsuitable placements without even police checks. During my visit, 

there was a high-profile death of a boy killed by his mother whilst placed with his 

grandmother. The lack of foster placements in Australia and the minimal use of adoption 

puts pressure on workers to place children with family even when standards of care are low. 

More support is available than in the UK to preserve kinship placements at risk of 

breakdown. Some workers shared fears that there had been a shift from pathologising 

extended families to idealising them, making it hard to question kinship placements. I was 

left in little doubt that some children in Australia are in unsuitable or even unsafe kinship 
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placements, just as some are in the UK. But this emphasis on kinship care as a placement of 

choice also allows numerous children to grow up happily and safely within their families and 

communities. This is partly achieved through developing supportive relationships between 

carer and worker.  

The Barnardo’s Kinship Care Project in Wyong recognises the differences between fostering 

and family care and has a specialist team using a range of assessment tools to deliver an 

individualised approach to each family. There is a separate team working with Aboriginal 

families.  Assessment is seen as a mutually educational process in which the carer is 

supported to think through the implications of the role and share their expertise and 

knowledge of the child. The key questions are: What are your strengths? What help to do 

you need? What does this child need? How can we help you to provide it? Any gaps in 

knowledge and skills are seen as an opportunity to provide advice and support. The 

assessment (and the support that continues afterwards) aims to ‘bring the carers to 

competence’ – rather than simply test whether they have already achieved it.  

The Winangay Project in Hornsby is a small, Aboriginal controlled non-governmental 

organisation. They have developed kinship assessment tools based on national and 

international research, working in collaboration with indigenous people, social workers, 

academics and kinship carers, revising the model in response to feedback and adapting 

tools for non-indigenous populations. Independent evaluation indicates that the model is 

culturally sensitive, helps build working relationships and well-liked by families and 

professionals (Australian Institute of Family Studies). As a result, the approach is in use 

across several states.  

 

 

The Winangay Assessment model is rooted in respect for cultural difference and a belief in 

self-determination within the Aboriginal community. This informs not just what the 

assessment covers but how it is conducted, ‘not our way, their way’. Euro-centric ideas 

about family, parenting, abuse and attachment are critically examined. There is a clear focus 

on child safety which includes recognition that Aboriginal children are at significant risk (of 

alienation, loss of culture, abuse and exploitation) within the care system.   
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Early approaches to carers are based on ‘yarning’, a friendly culturally informed way of 

talking and getting acquainted (avoiding eye contact, not asking lots of questions straight 

away, having a chat, sharing food). Workers wait to be welcomed and invited in by Elders as 

is the custom. Carers are offered choices about whether and where to be assessed and the 

tools used are shared before the assessment begins. ‘Jaw breakers’ (jargon and long words) 

are banned and all of the tools are pictorial.  

Paula Hayden, social worker and founding member told me that workers using this approach 

feel much more confident to challenge abusive parenting that is explained away as ‘cultural’. 

Aunty Sue, member of the Tingha Elders’ Council and founding member of the project gave 

an example of a mother who claimed not to have taken her sick child for treatment for 

‘cultural reasons’, commenting ‘that’s bullshit’. Traditional practices such as shared sleeping 

are embraced and there is recognition that Aboriginal children typically have multiple 

attachments to many adults who share responsibility for their care (not all of whom will be 

biologically related). An apparently unsupervised child playing outside may actually have 

many watchful eyes on her.  

The assessment model brings together information gathered through ‘yarning’, listening to 

children and talking to other professionals with the use of picture cards that illustrate 

children’s needs. These include culturally specific needs such ‘bush tucker’ on the ‘good 

food’ card. Winangay workers showed me how this worked by putting the pack of cards in 

my hands and inviting me to think about my own parenting. This simple gesture of handing 

the tools to the person being assessed exemplified the spirit of this way of working. I realised 

for the first time how reluctant I am when using other resources with families to let them take 

charge of the materials.  

The carer is asked to go through the cards in the order that suits them, rating themselves on 

a continuum for each aspect of care, going from ‘deadly’ (brilliant) to poor. This includes 

providing safe contact for children with birth parents. The approach allows for gentle 

challenge where there are unrecognised concerns, as the differences between the carer’s 

own evaluation and that of the social worker can be explored. There is an assumption of 

good intent and worker responsibility for offering help with areas of care that are not good 

enough. Carers are encouraged to identify for themselves what might need to change.  

‘That’s where you want to be...how can we make that happen?’ The information provided is 

triangulated, so the worker asks ‘You say you are doing great with helping the kids learn – 

who can tell me? What would the kids say? What would I see?’ The family member and the 

worker both take photographs of the cards as part of their recording of the session, 

increasing trust in accurate reporting of the work.   
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There are two extra cards that carers can use any time: ‘I don’t know yet’ and ‘not now, I 

can’t talk about this yet’. The worker takes responsibility for helping the carer work out how 

to find out or discussing how she can help to make the conversation safe. There is explicit 

recognition of intergenerational trauma within the Aboriginal community and the harm 

caused by colonisation and state intervention in family life. Carers are asked about the 

impact they have seen of this history within their community, their family and themselves. 

This allows a safe way in to talking about drink, drugs, mental health and violence. The 

impact of the removal of this child (and any others) is explicitly discussed. There is 

recognition that lateral violence (in which members of oppressed communities become 

violent towards their own families and peers) is prevalent. The impact of poverty is explicitly 

discussed.  

The way that these two services work would need to be adapted for use with kinship carers 

in the UK to ensure their cultural relevance, but the underpinning attitudes are immediately 

relevant to my day to day practice and to the training I deliver. I particularly like the opt-out 

cards and the gentle approach to asking about trauma. Both models share a belief in family 

strength and worker responsibility for helping carers learn what they need to know. The 

additional needs of traumatised children are recognised. Both have a sense of relentless, 

persistent warmth in which understanding and providing what a particular child needs is not 

optional. I recognise this style of authoritative practice from the underpinning principles of 

motivational interviewing. A shift towards collaborative, educational assessment of kinship 

carers in the UK would improve practice immeasurably.   

Building connections: children and families  

In the UK, family contact for children in the care system typically focuses on birth parents 

(particularly mothers) and to a lesser extent siblings. Other important relationships are often 

lost. Social work involvement with extended family and friends tends to be limited to a search 

for alternative carers, with little focus on other contributions to the child’s life. A similar 

pattern exists in Australia (Kiraly, et al., 2012).  

The transition to adulthood can be a lonely time for those who grew up in the care system 

and many return, at least for a while, to birth parents who may or may not be a safe source 

of support. Placements with foster carers and adopters may break down in adolescence. 

Australian workers that I spoke to often identified the teenage years as the peak period for 

break down in kinship placements and noted the difficulties in setting up contact 

arrangements for children from large sibling groups or complex families.  
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The Berry Street Family Finding Project in Melbourne is using an innovative approach from 

America to address this. The project is in its infancy, but an overview of the efficacy of this 

model in the USA found somewhat positive but largely inconclusive results, partly because 

of some difficulties with implementation (Vandivere & Malm, 2015).  

The Berry Street Project works with children of all ages (including many indigenous children) 

from babies up to those leaving care or expecting their own first child. A child or young 

person might be fostered or in kinship care. The emphasis is on identifying those who care 

about this child, not just those who might be able to care for him.  The work begins by 

talking to the child about what they want and who should be involved (e.g. ‘someone to help 

me when my baby comes’, ‘someone to take me to rugby matches’, ‘somebody who can tell 

me about my Dad’). With Aboriginal children, Elders are also approached at this stage as it 

is important to get their blessing for the work. Birth parents are involved and there is an 

assumption that whatever is said to one person is likely to be shared with the whole family. 

 Project Leader Jenny McConarky then spends up to 60 days searching for people, 

establishing who is important to the child, asking family members ‘who do you ring when 

someone has a baby or dies in this family?’, using electronic data bases, Facebook, official 

records and newspaper reports. Obituaries are a particularly rich source of information as 

they often list many family members and other associations (such as membership of clubs or 

professions).  

Care is taken to ensure that any individuals who may present a risk to the child are identified 

and specific questions are asked about family violence. The aim is to assemble 40 

reasonably well-functioning adults. Jenny commented that social workers can sometimes 

dismiss the family as a whole because of birth parents’ difficulties, but in her experience, you 

need only to go ‘two generations back, two steps sideways’ to find people with something to 

offer. This encompasses kith as well as kin – perhaps a friend’s Mum who listened when 

things were tough at home or an ex-foster carer. Finding 40 people seemed ambitious to me, 

but Jenny reminded me how quickly invitations for a family wedding get used up. She 

pointed out that all of us get support from lots of people we have never lived with. This model 

fits very well with Aboriginal kinship systems that emphasise shared responsibility for all 

children within a clan and the importance of ‘the mob’ as a supportive group.  

After careful preparation, everyone comes together for a meeting in which the adults hear 

about the child’s situation and needs (from a worker, or through a short film prepared by the 

young person). Those present are reassured that there is no pressure to take responsibility 

for the child’s full-time care (although some may wish to offer this). A bottom line is set about 

what can and cannot happen (e.g. no unsupervised time with Uncle Sid, can’t go back to live 



31 
 

with Mum). Practicalities are addressed and everyone is encouraged to think carefully, 

under-promise and over-deliver rather than disappoint a child. The aim is to ‘build the fire of 

urgency’ in terms of supporting this child.  

After a week’s thinking time, the meeting reconvenes, sometimes with the child present. By 

this stage, the aim is to have at least six people with a real commitment. The group puts 

together a plan based on what each person has to offer and how quickly they can start. The 

aim is to develop a plan for lifelong connections that will support this young person at every 

stage – starting work, going on a date, finding their first flat, caring for their first child. This is 

a planned attempt to rebuild the connections and social capital that are often lost or 

inadvertently destroyed through protective action for children in care. The group is asked to 

consider whether between them they can meet all the child’s needs and if not, who else 

could help. The plan is put into action the following week and reviewed regularly at first. The 

aim is that ‘as they step forward, we step back’, allowing the group of those who care about 

the child to work together to support him.  

I found this project inspirational with much to offer British social workers in terms of proactive 

working, rebuilding lost connections and thinking about kinship as extending beyond close 

biological relatives. As Jenny commented ‘when a family is broken, don’t just throw it away’. 

On my return to the UK, I was delighted to discover that this approach is about to be piloted 

here by the Family Rights Group under the name Life Long Connections.  

Building connections: past to present 

Children who grow up away from their birth parents do not generally forget them, even if they 

never see them or have no conscious memories of life at home. Most adopted and fostered 

people and those who live in kinship care have thoughts and feelings and questions about 

their birth parents and the reasons why they do not live with (or perhaps even see them). 

Those who have suffered trauma through abuse and neglect may struggle to make sense of 

this or blame themselves. Children in the care system may experience multiple moves and 

losses that compound their sense of worthlessness and confusion.  

Losing contact with important people and places can leave a child rootless and unsure. 

Reaching adulthood without knowing anyone who can remember you as a baby or a toddler 

can leave a young person uncertain of their identity, lacking the ‘story of themselves’. We all 

remember our childhood preverbal selves largely through others (‘you were a lovely baby’) 

and external evidence of our existence (our Babygro, the photos). Those removed from 

parental care may also have to grapple with conflicting accounts of what happened (‘your 

Mum could not look after you’ or ‘the social workers never gave me a chance’). Young 
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people may also lose connection with their culture, community, neighbourhood, class, 

religion and family history.  

In the UK, life story work is one of the main ways of ensuring that young people have the 

information that they need and the opportunity to reflect on what has happened. However, 

this work is not completed with all children. Those placed for adoption are more likely to 

have a life story book completed than those fostered or growing up in kinship care. There is 

a misplaced assumption that related carers can easily provide explanations without support. 

Australian services also use life story work and their approach is heavily influenced by the 

work of Richard Rose, a British practitioner.  

My own approach to life story work training emphasises the need to regard the professional 

account of events as socially and historically contingent. Telling a child’s story is the exercise 

of social work power, an inherently political act. The way that we tell this story reflects our 

own position and is never neutral, inevitably betraying our own assumptions about parenting, 

class, gender, poverty, race and the role of the state.   

Visiting Australia and learning more about its history encouraged me to think more deeply 

about the connections between how a community tells and retells its own stories and the 

task of making sense of loss and trauma. Culture is transmitted by parenting and parenting 

itself is culturally determined. It is at our parents’ knees that we learn where we come from 

and what it means to be us. The Aboriginal community lost many of its ancient stories and 

languages through a deliberate act of cultural genocide in which the very things that gave 

meaning to life were forbidden by the state. This was enacted by a succession of brutal 

separations and punishments that caused harm on an individual as well as collective basis. 

Bruce D Perry draws parallels between this wider process and the individual loss and 

fragmentation caused by child maltreatment (Perry, 2012):  

‘Damaging the narrative of a people is at the core of a destructive, trans-generational 

process ...it is the same with individual maltreated children. A fragmented, damaged, 

discontinuous narrative puts an individual child at risk...without a life story a child is at risk’.  
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Children of the Stolen Generation 

Kinship care, family contact and life story work are all opportunities for keeping a child 

connected or rekindling connections to the stories of the family, community and culture into 

which she was born and which are part of the story of who she is. The final two sections of 

my findings explore how Australian children’s stories are being told and retold, both 

individually and collectively, in kinship care and elsewhere.  

Connections with the past: individual stories 

I found many examples of interesting practice in supporting children to understand their 

stories. The Mirabel Kinship Projects works with carers to help them answer children’s 

questions about why they do not live with parents and has produced a short story called 

‘Max and Tyra’ about two children who go to live with their grandmother.  

 

When Mirabel children get together for camps and activities, they share their stories, right 

from the start ‘I am Joe, I live with my uncle because my Mum drinks too much beer’. 

Nothing is too difficult to talk about – prison, overdoses, sex work or suicide. This helps 

alleviate isolation shame, guilt and self-blame. The Barnardo’s Kinship Project in Wyong also 



34 
 

does one to one work with carers, helping them understand their children’s need for 

information.   

The Red Cross Young Parents’ Project in Melbourne is using life story work in a different 

way integrating it across all aspects of their work (albeit not with a specific focus on kinship 

care). The project provides support and assessment of vulnerable young parents in their 

own homes, in a residential unit and after they move on into independent accommodation. 

The aim is to provide an opportunity for change, whilst recognising that this work is intrusive 

and demanding. Most parents are working towards the return of their child after removal or 

to keep a baby that is at high risk of removal. It is difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of the 

life story work as it is part of an integrated approach to working with families. I have not been 

able to locate any research about the success of this project overall.  

In the residential unit, babies spend time in the crèche whilst their parents take part in 

groups. A careful record is put together of each child’s time there, celebrating their 

development, with lots of photographs, in the form of a simple life story book. This is 

important for any child who may not be able to remain with a parent long term, but also 

provides a positive record for any parent who loses their child and for new carers. Careful 

attention to how each child is progressing is central to the whole work of the unit and 

observations inform not just the life story work but also the support offered to parents to help 

them improve their care when needed. The unit takes an attachment focussed approach to 

all their work and cherishing each child’s time there is part of building a warm, affectionate 

bond between parent and child. Care is taken to record positive interactions between parent 

a child, both as a way of capturing good memories for the baby and to build confidence in 

the parent in line with their strengths based approach.  

Life story work is also done with the parents themselves, many of whom have had chaotic 

and abusive lives. Using Richard Rose’s model, workers develop a time line for each parent 

from the information available and identify gaps and contradictions. These are gently 

explored with the parent, with particular attention to any beliefs that they hold which may be 

at odds with the records (‘My Dad was always there for me’, ‘My Mum couldn’t look after me 

because I was so naughty’). This work is linked to therapeutic case management and 

supervision. The aim is to improve parenting as well as to help the parent understand 

themselves and their history.  

The impact of state intervention is explicitly acknowledged as ‘part of the story’ in this 

approach. It recognises that many of the parents grew up in families harmed by the legacy of 

trauma caused by the removal of children or abuse in institutional care. The impact of the 

removal or threat of removal of their own child is accepted; it is understood that this event 
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may have caused relapse into the behaviours that caused the original concern. No final 

assessments of parents are made in the immediate aftermath.  

Sophie Mackay, Project Manager, described the need for confident, brave, respectful 

practice in this context: an approach that explicitly recognises power imbalance and is based 

on critical self-reflection and supervision. She aims to produce a working environment that 

does not accept ‘culture’ as an excuse for abuse, but is also ‘clear about what we do not 

understand’. She recognised that non-indigenous workers could sometimes be paralysed by 

guilt about the past, but commented ‘Sometimes you have to say...I am not the system, even 

though I look like it’.  

This kind of life story work also provides an opportunity to begin to build better relationships 

with professionals, in the hope of keeping this child safer. Parents learn about infant brain 

development and the impact of trauma – helping them to make more sense of their own 

responses and understand more about what their own child needs. This part of the work is 

underpinned by hope for change and recognition of brain plasticity rather than blame or 

shame. Beginning to think and talk more about painful parts of their own lives in this way can 

provide a useful stepping stone to therapy for some parents (this may be a pre-condition to 

retaining care of the child). Workers ask parents how they can help them to manage this, 

taking a step by step approach.  

 Life story work is a chance for young mothers and fathers to reflect on their own ideas of 

love and good parenting. The use of genograms provides an opportunity for parents to 

identify harmful patterns within their families and think about how to break them. This in turn 

feeds into new thinking about family relationships and provides an opportunity to try and 

change relationships. Troubled young people may have a very poor relationship with one of 

their own parents (who has perhaps tried hard to protect them and put some boundaries in 

place), but see other relatives as helpful, (perhaps those who provided drugs or allowed 

them to hide in their homes when on the run). As part of the work, these ideas are revisited 

both for the young person themselves and in terms of who they want to be involved in their 

child’s life. This new understanding can inform contact plans, help with family group 

conferencing and identify potential carers if the child cannot go home with a parent.  

Throughout the work, the young parent’s own understanding of the story is respected and 

gently challenged (rather than dismissed) and they are valued as a unique individual. Their 

cultural heritage is celebrated and explanations of harmful parenting practices as ‘cultural’ 
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are challenged. Colourful booklets depict a range of indigenous cultures. 

 

Excerpt from one of the books about family and culture 

The increase in self-esteem that this can bring also helps to make people more confident as 

parents. Key messages that the work aims to convey include:  

• The harm you suffered in care or at home was not your fault 

• We will help you understand why it happened 

• This is how it must be different for your child 

I am not aware of any projects in the UK that explicitly use life story work with new parents, 

but use of this approach is in keeping with a wide body of research that suggests that those 

parents who have a ‘coherent narrative’ about their own past are more likely to provide a 

secure base for their own children and avoid repeating the abuse they suffered themselves. 

It is the sense we make of childhood adversity that determines the extent to which it 

increases the risk of our own children coming to harm, not the abuse itself (Research in 

Practice, 2013). The arrival of one’s first child is a time of great upheaval and change. This 

way of working makes good use of this window of opportunity.  

There are a small number of residential settings in the UK for parents and babies. Many 

more vulnerable parents spend time in parent and child foster placements (a resource that is 

virtually non-existent in Australia). I am already involved in delivering some life story work 

training to social workers, residential workers and foster carers involved in this work and 

there is scope to extend this to include work with parents as well as babies.    Since 

returning from Australia I have already begun to share some of this approach with residential 

social workers from a secure unit (which cares for young people with extremely chaotic 

lives).  
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Collective story telling 

During my Fellowship, I learnt a great deal about the power of collective story telling. In 

museums, galleries, novels and historical sites I observed the history of Australia itself being 

retold from one of European ‘discovery’ and enlightenment, to invasion, colonisation and 

oppression which continues to this day. I heard the stories of the many children who had 

suffered at the hands of the state – the Child Migrants, the Stolen Generation and The 

Forgotten Australians. Most powerful were collective, creative accounts that put individual 

experience into a political and historical context, telling ‘our story’.   

I was privileged to visit The Parramatta Female Factory Precinct Memory Project, just 

outside Sydney. There I met two remarkable women, Bonney Djuruc and Jenny McNally 

both experts by experience who generously shared their own stories and described a 

different kind of story making. The project is housed in the old classroom block of a historic 

site. Now a suburb of Sydney, before dispossession in 1788, Parramatta was the fertile land 

of the Burramatta Darug people.  In 1821 the Female Factory was opened to house and 

employ convict women. Over the years, it became an ‘Invalid and Lunatic Asylum’, a 

Catholic Orphanage and finally The Parramatta Girls’ Industrial School (from 1887 to 1974).  

                   

The site when it was first built and as it is now 

In every incarnation, this place contained women and girls who were seen at risk of or 

presenting moral danger, reflecting fears of female behaviour and sexuality over nearly 200 

years. A psychiatric hospital remains on the site, but most of the buildings are empty. Here 

thousands of women and children (including some boys) suffered abuse, exploitation, 

separation from their families and the loss of their identity. Stolen Aboriginal children were 

institutionalised at Parramatta, as were the children of unmarried women and families 

destroyed by hardship and poverty. The girls in the Industrial School were incarcerated there 

for similar reasons to the children in the residential school where I first worked in the early 

eighties. Most came from a background of abuse, neglect, poverty and deprivation. Sadly, 
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residential care in the UK, as in Australia, sometimes offered such children only further 

abuse and exploitation.  

When Bonney became an art student and climbed back over the walls she had once been 

locked behind to begin to make her own images, a new phase began in the life of this site. 

The Memory Project and the Parragirls group bring together women who experienced life 

inside the old school. The Memory Project works in a way that is explicitly informed by a 

political and feminist perspective, using creative and social historical approaches. Women 

tell their stories through gathering together, laughing, gardening, memorialising the building, 

re-visiting the marks they left on the walls or cut into their own skin, art, photography, film 

making, embroidery, poetry and plays. These are the collective histories of experiences were 

survived, rather than shameful tales of individual pathology or victimhood. The aim is social 

justice and self-determination. There is support available to access records and to put them 

in wider social context. Parragirls was represented at the public apologies to the Stolen 

Generation and the Forgotten Australians and Child Migrants; women have been supported 

to provide testimony to public inquiries and give evidence in criminal trials. The women at 

Parramatta have reclaimed not just the building but also the right to define themselves and 

their histories. They continue to campaign for the site to be made a Site of Conscience, 

reclaiming the space for healing.  

This visit left a deep impression on me. Here in the UK, the stories of young people growing 

up in secure units, residential care, youth custody and immigration centres remain largely 

untold. There have been some oral history projects gathering the experiences of older 

people who grew up in institutional care; the Care Inquiry in 2013 made young people’s 

stories available through YouTube. There have been interesting and creative pieces of group 

work with young people, some making use of film to share their stories. But I am not aware 

of any projects using a social history approach. Our only Site of Conscience is in Northern 

Ireland, but England is peppered with buildings that once served as workhouses, asylums 

and children’s homes. Many are now luxury flats, but history is not so easily dismissed. Only 

last year, I worked with a woman who was offered contact with her own child in a building 

that was her residential unit as a teenager and she struggled every time she walked in the 

door. 

There is enormous scope for development and learning about this way of working in the UK, 

both in terms of our public account of history (as I write Colston Hall in Bristol has been 

renamed because of associations with the slave trade) and in our life story work with young 

people and parents. The English race carried out much, but not all, of its exploitation of 

others on distant continents and it is perhaps easier for us to ignore how this history shaped 



39 
 

us and informed our thinking about work with families. We find it easier to make a public 

display of remorse for the historic sexual abuse of children than to recognise the 

catastrophic risk faced every day by thousands of child refugees across Europe or the abuse 

of poor white girls in Northern cities. As social workers, we often criticise parents for failing to 

take responsibility for their own actions, failing to learn from mistakes and for lacking insight 

into their troubles. As a social work profession, we need to listen to our own advice and be 

mindful of how history may judge us, however good our intentions.  As Jenny said to me 

‘We must remember the past so that we can take care of the present’.  

 

 

Protest following the Northern Territory Intervention 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Visiting Australia and learning about the historical context of current social work practice 

there reminded me of the ever-present need to critically reflect on our own work with families 

and be mindful of how history may judge us, despite our good intentions.   

My experience of being a stranger in an unfamiliar land delivered several lessons for my 

practice in the UK. It reminded me that anything is possible somewhere; that ways of 

working cannot simply be transplanted from one place to another without understanding the 

cultural context; that our own assumptions need to be constantly questioned; that we need to 

keep on explaining ourselves to those we work with and that our own view of how services 

are working needs to be tempered by hearing first hand from those in receipt of them.  

Whenever we visit a family as a social worker, we are a stranger in that place, often arriving 

without invitation. We need to be careful to work alongside, rather than invade and colonise. 

We need to take time to respect and understand the way that these people live and 

recognise our own innate strangeness to them. Strangeness embedded in the way we think 

and talk and respond to people within the culture of British social work in the twenty first 

century, which is often invisible to us. We need to remember that the list of questions with 

which we arrive to begin an assessment may not be the most useful things to ask and to 

value other ways of learning about each family, recognising that we may not yet know what it 

is that we most need to find out. Watch, wait and wonder. Listen more than we talk.  

At the end of my travels I had not achieved what I set out to learn, but something very 

different. There is no magic answer about how Australia manages to place so many children 

in kinship care, but a range of contributing factors. Some of these are negative: there are not 

enough foster placements, some placements are not assessed properly, kinship care is 

idealised, some poor placements continue when they shouldn’t. Many are positive: there is a 

strong commitment to kinship care, some carers receive excellent support, some services 

are persistent and proactive, and there are creative, innovative approaches to assessment 

and specialist teams in existence. The disproportionate numbers of Aboriginal children in out 

of home care and the Aboriginal Child Placement Principle are also factors.  

As in the UK, many kinship carers lack support. Some receive more support with contact 

than would be the case in the UK, although lack of resource means that these arrangements 

can be inflexible with little focus on individual children’s needs. But there are pockets of 

innovative practice and many exciting developments. There is a huge interest in life story 

work and it is being used in some interesting ways. There is much greater recognition that 

kinship carers need help to answer children’s questions.  
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There were some aspects of Australian social work that I did not admire– particularly the 

removal of children without court involvement, the terminating of parental rights for children 

in foster and kinship placements, the lack of registration of social workers and the chronic 

shortage of foster carers. Local authority social workers have been reduced almost entirely 

to the role of child removal, with almost all other services delivered by voluntary and 

charitable organisations (perhaps a foretaste of the future here). This allows for creative, 

interesting projects to flourish but also creates huge variation in the services available and 

diminishes the statutory social work role.  

The key learning from my Fellowship was not so much in terms of specific approaches to 

practice in kinship care, contact or life story work, but rather in the underlying attitudes and 

ideas that informed the excellent work that I saw. This included: recognition of the emotional 

context of the work, particularly the prevalence of shame, guilt and isolation, acknowledging 

the difference between kinship care and other forms of substitute care; recognising that 

kinship carers need training and support to understand trauma; working to improve the 

relationships between the adults involved; taking a persistent approach to bring carers to 

competence; warm, authoritative practice that does not give up on families; working 

alongside people; developing tools collaboratively; understanding intergenerational trauma; 

recognising the impact of poverty and state intervention on family life. Much of the practice 

that I saw embodied the fundamental principles of value driven, relationship based, politically 

informed social work- delivering social interventions connecting academics, practitioners, 

artists and experts by experience, encompassing practical support, a search for justice and 

self-determination, creative activity and story-telling as people learn from each other.  

For me, the potential benefits of working in this way were summed up in the incredible story 

of the giant Baob tree in Kings Park in Perth. This gigantic tree, over 14 metres high, 

weighing more than 36 tonnes is estimated to be 750 years old. In 2008, the tree needed 

relocation because of work on the Great Northern Highway. The local Gija people, on whose 

land the tree was growing, made a gift of ‘Gija Jimulu’ as the tree is known, to the people of 

Western Australia. The most up to date scientific knowledge was used to transport the tree 

3,200k to Perth, with whole towns coming out to greet it on the journey. On arrival, a 

smoking ceremony was performed by the local Nyoongar people and 3,000 people came out 

to watch the planting. The journey was made possible by donations from local government 

and industry. The tree still bears some scars from its journey but is thriving and much loved. 

It stands overlooking the bay into which Europeans first sailed into Perth.  

There are many parallels between the story of Gija Jimulu and the work that I do with 

children who must move into new environments in difficult circumstances. Bringing together 
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traditional and informal knowledge – practice wisdom and the unique understanding that the 

families and communities themselves have of a child’s needs with theoretical and research 

based ways of knowing is essential if we are to help these children travel safely and put 

down roots in their new families, keeping connections with the old.  Kinship care, contact and 

life story work are all important ways of keeping the old soil around the roots so that children 

can thrive. If I learnt one thing from visiting Australia, it was the importance of working with 

people rather than doing things to them.  

 

                     

 

 

  The giant Baob tree in Kimberley, on route and in its new home in Kings Park 
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Implementation and dissemination plans based on the findings  

I plan to incorporate my learning into all the training that I currently deliver, which reaches 

several hundred professionals each year. I will also develop new courses in kinship care and 

contact. I will be talking to social workers across several local authorities in a variety of roles. 

I have been asked to put together a conference day for kinship carers. I may adapt parts of 

this report for publication. My learning will inform my own practice as an independent social 

worker in preparing assessments for the court and delivering life story work with children. I 

have already been able to share ideas with workers from a secure unit and the manager of a 

children in care team. I very much look forward to seeing the Family Finding Project piloted 

in a neighbouring authority.  
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Itinerary 

Contact name Perth  

Kristy McDowell Perth Enhanced Contact Centre 

222 Fulham Street, Perth WA 

 

Sally Kirk and 

Catherine Searle 

 FinWA Advocacy Project  

156 Vincent St, North Perth WA 6006 

http://finwa.org.au/ 

 Melbourne  

Elizabeth McCrea 

and Natalie Ryan 

The Mirabel Foundation  

PO Box 1320 | St Kilda South VIC 

3182  

www.mirabelfoundation.org.au 

Sue Maddison Centre for Excellence in Child Welfare  

Level 5  

50 Market Street 

Melbourne VIC 3000 

 

http://www.cfecfw.asn.au 

Meredith Kiraly 

and Margaret 

Kertesz 

 

Department of Social Work, The 

University of Melbourne, VIC 3010  

 

http://www.unimelb.edu.au/ 

Jenny McConarcky Family Finding Project, Berry Street 

Childhood Institute  

1 Salisbury Street, Richmond VIC 

3121  

www.berrystreet.org.au 

 Canberra  

Aino Suomi kContact Project Australian Catholic 

University 

PO Box 256, Dickson ACT 2602 

http://www.acu.edu.au/about_acu/facu

lties,_institutes_and_centres/centres/i

nstitute_of_child_protection_studies/c

urrent_previous_work/current_project

s/arc_contact_grant/kcontact_project 

Deb Snee Owner of the Pommy Tree Guest 

House and social worker 

Informal discussion 

Kristina Lainson Routes to the Past Project 

University of Melbourne 

e-mail exchange 

http://socialequity.unimelb.edu.au/res

earch/projects/disability-and-mental-
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health/routes-to-the-past 

 Sydney  

Amanda Carter Former Barnardo’s social worker Informal discussion 

Paula Hayden, 

Aunty Sue 

Blacklock and 

Gillian Bonser 

Winangay 

9 Napier St, Mays Hill NSW 2145, 

Australia 

http://winangay.com/ 

Kerry Moore Barnardo’s Head Office 

60-64 Bay St, Ultimo NSW 200 

http://www.barnardos.org.au/ 

Sophie Mackey Red Cross Young Parents’ Project 

PO Box 627, Randwick, NSW 2031 

http://www.redcross.org.au/families.as

px 

Matthew Morris Barnardo’s Kinship Project,  

31 Hely Street, Wyong 

http://www.barnardos.org.au/our-

centres/hunter-central-coast/ 

Marilyn McHugh  University of New South Wales https://www.unsw.edu.au 

telephone discussion 

Bonney Djuric and 
Jenny McNally  

Parramatta Female Factory Precinct,  

Room 5, Fleet Street, North 

Parramatta, NSW 2151 

http://www.parragirls.org.au/Memory-

Project.php 

 

  

https://www.unsw.edu.au/
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Appendix One: statistical information 

NB these statistics are not comparable due to differences in definition and lack of data in the 

UK regarding kinship care 

 England Australia 

Population Around 53m Just under 24m 

Ethnicity  5% of children in the UK are 

Mixed, Black or Black British 

5.5% of children in Australia 

are indigenous. There are 

many other black 

Australians. Around 1 in 4 of 

the population was born 

outside of Australia.   

Percentage of children living 

in poverty in 2015 

28% (defined as living in 

households below the 

average income) 

17.4% (defined as 50% of 

median income) 

Number of children in out of 

home care 

69,540 (March 2015) 

The highest number since 

1985 

43,400 (June 2015) 

Proportion of children in out 

of home care 

6 per 1,000 8.1 per 1,000 children 

Percentage of these children 

in foster care  

75% 40.4% 

Percentage of children in 

home based care who are in 

formal kinship care  

Children on SGOs are not 

included in statistics 

3520 SGOs were made in 

2015, although 1630 of these 

were to foster carers. The 

number of SGOs granted 

has increased 220% since 

2010 

47.5% across Australia 

59 % in Victoria 

Ethnicity and care 23% of looked after children 

are black or minority ethnic in 

England. Mixed, Black and 

Black British are over-

represented in the care 

system (16% of looked after 

36.5% of children in care are 

indigenous.  
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children). Asian children are 

under-represented.  

As a proportion Figures not available 52 per 1000 across Australia  

74.8 per 1000 in ACT 

Proportion of non-indigenous 

children in out of home care 

Figures not available 5.5 per 1000 

Percentage of indigenous 

children in home based care 

that are in formal kinship 

care 

Comparative statistics not 

readily available. Study by 

Bristol University in 2011 

1 in 37 BME children were in 

kinship care of some kind in 

comparison to 1 in 83 white 

children  

60% across Australia 

80% in NSW 

Children adopted from care 

in year ending 31 March 

2016 

4690 196 children adopted by 

Australian families, of whom 

only 45 were not already 

known to the child 

 

Source of statistics 

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 

http://www.aihw.gov.au/adoptions/ 

Australian Institute of Family Studies: Child, Family, Community 

https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/children-care 

The House of Commons Library. Children in Care in England, Briefing Paper 4470, 5 

October 2015 

http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN04470 

Coram BAAF. Statistics England 

http://corambaaf.org.uk/res/statengland 

Department for Education SFR 34/2015: 1 October 2015 

https://aifs.gov.au/cfca/publications/children-care
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https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/464756/SFR34_20

15_Text.pdf 

Australian Council of Social Service 

http://www.acoss.org.au/media_release/child-poverty-on-the-rise-730000-children-in-poverty/ 

Child Poverty Action Group 

http://www.cpag.org.uk/child-poverty-facts-and-figures 

  

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/464756/SFR34_2015_Text.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/464756/SFR34_2015_Text.pdf
http://www.acoss.org.au/media_release/child-poverty-on-the-rise-730000-children-in-poverty/
http://www.cpag.org.uk/child-poverty-facts-and-figures
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