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About Me… 

Just a quick introduction, I am Jo Hillier and I am 

employed by South Gloucestershire Council as a Senior 

Children’s Centre worker. I manage a small team and 

we offer family support to families with children under 

5 years old. South Gloucestershire is in the South West 

of England and I have been working within South 

Gloucestershire’s Council’s Preventative Services since 

April 2007.  

 

 

I was so grateful to be chosen to 

be a Winston Churchill Fellow of 

2017. The opportunity to travel 

and learn from experiences and 

knowledge in a different 

country was a fantastic learning 

experience and one that will 

stay with me always.  

 

 

 

 

This report will be written in the hope that it will be helpful to people working to 

support families in the UK and also for families to read and understand the approaches 

that may be used to support them. Thinking with this audience in mind there will be no 

abbreviations or glossary needed as I will write in a way that parents or professionals, 

should be able to understand clearly.   

 

Me by Moraine Lake, Canada.   

Map of United Kingdom, highlighting South Gloucestershire.   
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Executive Summary 

I was given a fantastic opportunity to travel to Canada to visit agencies that have 

embedded strength based approaches to working with families. This was interesting to 

observe what the practice can look like and the ways that staff work with families to 

improve outcomes for children.  

I wanted to learn ways to support my agency and other agencies in the United Kingdom 

to develop their practice in Signs of Safety and overall strength based engagement with 

families.   

This report will describe my main findings through my observations and learning in the 

following areas:  

a) Voice of the child – Listening. 

b) Voice of the child – Understanding. 

c) Strength based approaches support family change. 

d) Parents understanding of their responsibility in keeping children safe.  

e) Building a life-long support network for children. 

My recommendations are:  

1. Services using the Signs of Safety approach should be encouraged to embed the 

Signs of Safety 12 practice principles that build partnerships, 

2. That the Family Finding approach is to be explored as a working practice. 

3. That all staff in the relevant agencies Practice, Practice, Practice!  

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 
 

Introduction to My Project 

I believe that to support lasting change for children, parents must be aware of reasons 
as to why change is needed and be at the centre of planning actions to improve 
outcomes for their children. I have previously trained in BRIEF Solution Focussed 
Foundation Programme and since then have loved using strength based approaches to 
support families to make the changes in their own lives. In February 2016, through 
South Gloucestershire Council, I was trained in the Signs of Safety Approach (Andrew 
Turnell and Steve Edwards).  
 
“The Signs of Safety is an innovative strengths-based, safety-organised approach to 
child protection casework. The model of its approach was created in Western Australia 
by Andrew Turnell and Steve Edwards, who worked with over 150 front-line statutory 
practitioners and based it on what those practitioners know works well with difficult 
cases.” Turnell,A (2017) 
 
More information about Signs of Safety is available on this website: 
https://www.signsofsafety.net/ 
 
I was really enthused by this training, and I like the transparency it brings to my work 
with parents and families in South Gloucestershire. I felt it would be really useful to 
observe good practice in the use of this approach with families, and agencies that have 
fully embedded this. I chose to visit Canada as although Signs of Safety originated in 
Australia, there were lots of agencies using Signs of Safety that have embedded the 
approach across Canada. There were also Signs of Safety Trainers and consultants 
spread across the country to support building my network and planning. 
 
I was also asked to look into other approaches that effectively engage parents to 

improve child outcomes, so I chose to look into other strength based approaches:  

 Family Finding Approach (Kevin Campbell)  

“The Family Finding model, developed by Kevin A. Campbell, offers methods and 

strategies to locate and engage relatives of children currently living in out-of-home care. 

The goal of Family Finding is to connect each child with a family, so that every child may 

benefit from the lifelong connections that only a family provides.” Campbell,K (2018) 

More information about Family Finding is available on this website: http://familyfinding.org/ 

 
 High Fidelity Wraparound Approach (Vroon Vandenberg) 

“High Fidelity Wraparound (HFWA) is a process that helps children, youth and families 

put together a team of people who help them meet their goals.” Anon (2015)  

More information about High fidelity Wraparound approach is available on this website: 

http://highfidelitywraparound.ca/site/ 

https://www.signsofsafety.net/
http://familyfinding.org/
http://highfidelitywraparound.ca/site/
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Aims of My Project 

I aimed to observe good practice within a family support environment that is using 
Signs of Safety, or strength based approaches.  I wanted to see how strength based 
approaches are embedded into everyday support, how it is used with families and how 
this improves the outcomes for children. I wanted to observe the direct practice, the 
team around the child planning and supervision processes to get a fully rounded 
perspective. 
  
I plan to then share this experience and knowledge with South Gloucestershire 
Preventative Services to benefit direct work with families. My Fellowship will 
demonstrate different ways of embedding strength based approaches from a different 
country and services that have been using these approaches with families for some 
time. I also aimed to bring back ideas and strategies to share to further shape the way 
that we work with families. 
 

Objectives: 

1. To share my knowledge and skills gained with my team and across Preventative 

Services in South Gloucestershire.  

2. To Support Signs of Safety approach embedding into practice with Children and 

families in South Gloucestershire. 

3. To improve transparent engagement with vulnerable families. 

4. To help refine the way that the Signs of Safety is used with families in the U.K, through 

gaining knowledge from experiences and strategies used within teams that have already 

established this approach.  

5. Build links with other agencies in the United Kingdom and worldwide using the Signs 

of Safety approach. 

6. Gain confidence and experience to directly improve my own work and the work of 

others with vulnerable families in the United Kingdom.  

7. To inspire others to build confidence in using Signs of Safety tools and strength based 

approaches.   
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High Fidelity Wraparound is a 
collaborative partnership 

between Hull, McMan Calgary, 
Enviros, and Calgary Child and 

Family Services 

Children’s Aid Society of 
Stormont, Dundas and Glengarry 

Ontario 

Agencies I Visited: (Map locations are approximate) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 

Ministry of Children’s 
Services, Province of Alberta 

Edmonton 

Ktunaxa Kinbasket Child 
and Family Services 

Rocky Mountains 



8 
 

Information about the Agencies I 
Visited 

Ministry of Children’s Services, Province of Alberta, Edmonton 
“Child and Family Services, a division within the Ministry of Children’s Services, is 
responsible for delivering child intervention supports and services necessary to support 
a child’s safety and well-being.” Konrad, M (2017)  
 
This agency started using Signs of Safety in 2010 as a staff-led initiative and later went 
on to implement a province wide implementation strategy in 2014. I was interested to 
learn how they embedded the approach as they have got a huge Province and so to learn 
what structures, support was needed to enable them to support their staff, and bring 
best practice to the families they serve.  
 
 
Ktunaxa Kinbasket Child and Family Services, Rocky Mountains, British Columbia 
“Ktunaxa Kinbasket Child & Family Services Society (KKCFSS) operates in the Rocky 
Mountain area of Eastern British Columbia, Canada, providing child welfare and child 
protection services to all Aboriginal Peoples (First Nations, Métis, and Inuit) On and Off 
Reserve in the Ktunaxa Traditional Territory. KKCFSS is what is described in Canada as 
a ‘delegated child protection agency’, which means that KKCFSS has full statutory child 
protection responsibility for the people it serves.” Coles, E, Goddard, C, Knudsgaard,B 
(2017)   
 
This agency made a commitment to start using Signs of Safety in 2008, and my host in 
this agency was Caara Goddard, a Signs of Safety trainer and Consultant. I wanted to see 
how Signs of safety tools were used to work with families to support effective 
communication and understanding and how to support the family network to be at the 
centre of safety planning. 
 
 
High Fidelity Wraparound is a collaborative partnership between Hull Services, 
McMan Youth Family and Community Services, Enviros, and Calgary Child and 
Family Services, Province of Alberta, Calgary 
“High Fidelity Wraparound is a process that helps children, youth and families put 
together a team of people who help them meet their goals. This team is made up of 
natural supports like family and community members, as well as formal supports like 
school, justice and mental health support providers. We are a group of facilitators, 
coaches and trainers who adhere to the model of High Fidelity Wraparound as outlined 
by Vroon Vandenberg as well as the Family finding model as outlined by Seneca Family 
of Agencies.” Anon (2015)  
 
I was interested to see the Wraparound approach in practice as I have not heard of this 
being used in the United Kingdom. Family finding is another approach I was keen to 
learn about as I believe in the importance of finding lifelong connections for children.  
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Children’s Aid Society of Stormont, Dundas and Glengarry, Ontario 
The Children’s Aid Society of the United Counties of Stormont, Dundas & Glengarry is  
 “One of 46 agencies in the province of Ontario mandated to provide child protection 
services. Our mission is the protection of children and youth from abuse and neglect 
while supporting their safe and healthy development within their family and 
community.” Crosby,F, McLeod,C (2017) 
 
The agency took on Signs of Safety in 2010 and were very open about their journey to 
embed the approach and ways that they managed this. I felt this would be useful to 
support my agencies journey, also to learn from Practitioners that have been using the 
approach with families and how they support change.  This agency also used the Family 
Finding approach with Families, which I was interested to see how this supported 
families.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Findings 

I chose the Agencies that I visited on my trip, by researching the approaches they use 

and finding agencies with inspirational practice that I wanted to learn more about. I 

spent 4 weeks on my Fellowship and was truly immersed in the Strength Based practice 

approach with families and the possibility of what using Signs of Safety as an approach 

could look like when an Agency has fully embedded this.  

Part of my Fellowship placements involved observing direct work with children, young 

people and families and so instead of writing about them, I have created case examples 

which do not relate to any families I saw or met with on the trips. I will discuss the 

overall learning and I have separated it into the themes that I believe were my greatest 

learning.  

When I was away I wrote a travel blog to give details of my trip and learning, as it 

happened. This gave lots of details about the professionals, places and daily activities 

during my Fellowship and my blog can be found here: 

http://johillierwctf.wordpress.com  

 

 

https://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fjohillierwctf.wordpress.com%2F&h=ATOSUUA_wV3ZI9IHaWYhxWJac7siOETGQc4ffwh0sj2x-Pkh-h05Ut6QGvz34w8OCuR-eXPKzRO9IqOWDOFMmCbC_qECZAhPJ4MsOyHlnfcOOkEY-fRh4uq1aeMrCAAEGUyjI8_hIEm6XXr-nRcWCIF2Ccoo6GR7Ce-rSlSJt7gw6ZitVddM8z1jKBo7OYYnGBz3V5X8fC8Jl1Ha5h7LmLrOF8U_iVmUw1Bx9Gy1IR26wS3NTiKjmd4XpUyzr-NMguvnbfos4JtX-Fe42GFHB-IyHl7Jqbni79M
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Aboriginal children- rebuild and 
remember 

 

It must be acknowledged that part of my learning of my time in Canada was about the 

Assimilation of Aboriginal children that happened by removing children from their 

families and forcing them to attend “Residential schools” in early 19th Century, the most 

shocking part of this is the last residential school only closed in Canada in 1996.  

 
A residential school was an idea to remove the Aboriginal culture out of the children, by 
stopping them using their own language and seeing their families. They used physical 
abuse to punish the children when they were demonstrating their culture and beliefs, to 
try to cleanse the Indigenous ways out of them.   
 
These schools were church run and about 150,000 First Nation, Metis and Inuit children 
attended in total throughout the whole period. The taken children suffered awful 
physical, emotional and sexual abuse in these institutions and a lot of these are now 
adults and living with the trauma and legacy that this has had.  
 
The impact on the Aboriginal people and culture, is that they have a period of 
generations that have not been able to learn and link into their culture, family and 
heritage. This has led to isolation from their own people and culture and to dis-
connection and mistrust from services that have previously taken their children, and 
they had no power to stop this.  
 
The First Nations adults that had their children removed also not only suffered the loss 
of ALL of the children from their communities but also their roles and purpose without 
them. Lots of Indigenous people used alcohol to try to manage the trauma, this cycle of 
alcohol and drug addictions, continue to be a problem to this day.  
 
When children were returned we have a group of children that have not been around 
their community and know nothing of Aboriginal roles and relationships, so had no 
experience of being parented, so struggled when they became parents themselves.  
 
The taken children that were sexually abused in the Residential schools, grew thinking 
this is normal behaviour and went onto sometimes abuse and touch others. This 
presents a new era for the Aboriginal people to now try to rebuild and remember, the 
Bands and people they were before the trauma and work together as a community to 
support those affected by trauma and begin to mend their hurts through connection to 
their people and become the healthy and strong community that they were before. 
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Voice of the child: Listening 

My first major learning was that even my project title was incorrect, and this was not 

because I went off topic or missed my aim, but because I began to fully understand what 

vital information was being missed and how important it was that it was central to work 

with every member of the family.  

My project title: “Exploring effective engagement with parents to improve 

child outcomes” should have been: “Exploring effective engagement with 

families to improve child outcomes”  

This would allow me to include the most important person to engage with and capture 

their voice in every family we work with- The child. It also allows me to include the 

natural support network and extended family that I will go on to speak about in part E.  

Throughout my Fellowship I observed workers that worked hard during every contact 

with children and families to capture the voice of the child. To make sure they listened 

and understood what life was like for those children and included their views and ideas 

in future plans for their safety and well-being.  

The Signs of safety approach has given some tools to support this process and I feel it is 

easier to understand how useful they can be in capturing the child’s voice by showing 

the tools used in a case study. I observed throughout my trip these tools being used by 

workers with families and then how that supported the future plans for the children. I 

will show some examples of these and how they could be used to capture the child’s 

voice and feelings.  

Case Study: 

To present this case-study I will use the Mapping process from “Signs of Safety” using 

the Signs of Safety Assessment and Planning Form (Turnell, A and Edwards, S (1999); 

Turnell (2012). This is a way of exploring with families what is happening and finding 

out existing strengths and safety in the situation, to increase and build on for future. I 

have only used the first two columns to explore “What are we worried about?” and 

“What’s working well?” in this family:  

Family: Jack is 6 years old and he has a 2 year old brother called Tom, They live in a two 

bedroom house in a built up area of a city. They live with their Mum called Katie (27 

years old) and Katie is 4 months pregnant. The children’s dad is called Jason (32 years 

old) and he does not live at home, after the couple have recently separated.  
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 What are we worried About?  

 
Past harm: 
 
 Jason and Katie have been in a relationship on and off 

for 7 years. In this relationship they fight and argue in 
front of the children. On 7 occasions the police have 
come to the house; called by neighbours as arguing was 
heard from outside the house.  

 In January the fighting got so bad that Jason hit Katie 
across the cheek. Katie had a bruised face and went to be 
checked at the hospital. On 2 other occasions Jason has 
pushed Katie out of the way and caused bruises to her 
arm. 

 These fights occur when Jason or Katie get stressed and 
also if either of them drink alcohol. 

 When the couple live together this can be as regularly as 
3 /4 times a week that they argue, but there have only 
been 3 physical incidents reported (1 hit and 2 pushes) 
in their 7 year relationship.  

 Jack has said to his teacher at school that he does not 
like going home, and that he feels worried when they 
fight. Jack wants to help his Mummy. 

 Tom is very clingy to his Mum and cries when the couple 
argue.  

 Stress levels of this relationship are not good for Katie’s 
pregnancy and the unborn baby. Also risk of Katie being 
injured by Jason, could cause harm to the unborn baby.  

 Couple have never phoned police for help themselves.  
 

Danger Statement: 
 
I am worried that Jack and Tom have seen and heard 
arguments between their Mummy and Daddy that would 
have made them feel scared and worried. The 
arguments and sometimes hitting and shoving has hurt 
Katie and I am worried she and the baby may be injured 
and that Jack may try to protect his Mummy or Tom may 
be clinging to Katie and they may get hurt during the 
fights. I am worried the boys are around their parents 
when they are drinking alcohol and this ends in 
arguments which stops the boys having the care and 
attention they need to feel safe and loved.   
 
Complicating factors: 
 
 Katie grew up in a family home where her parents had 

fights and she struggles to see what is wrong with her 
relationship.  

 Jason is the financial earner in the home and uses this to 
control Katie.  

 Katie does not have many friends and her family do not 
know about the troubles at home.  

 The couple have separated 5 times before but have got 
back together within 2 weeks.  

What’s working well? 

 
Strengths:  
 
 Jack attends school and Tom attends pre-school and 

their attendance is regular and they are settled in and 
have good relationships with their teacher and key 
worker.  

 The boys have a close and loving attachment with their 
Mum.  

 The boys enjoy going to the park with their Dad and 
love spending time with him.  

 Katie went to get checked at hospital after she was 
injured, and was upfront about what happened. This 
alerted hospital staff to make a referral.  

 The couple are currently living separately, although 
this is a recent decision and Jason has not found 
another permanent place to stay/live.   

 Boys are up to date with vaccinations and parents take 
them to the GP if they are unwell.  

 Neighbour calls the police when arguments are heard 
to be getting loud.  

 There is a ‘Treat as Urgent’ marker on the address, to 
ensure immediate police response.  

 Children are still having contact with their Dad (Jason), 
but not inside the family home.  

 
Existing Safety: 
 
 Katie engages well and has a good relationship with 

her midwife and health visitor. She keeps monthly 
appointments with her health visitor and has done 
since Tom has been born. This means that Katie and 
Tom are being seen regularly by someone Katie can be 
open with.   

 Both boys are on track developmentally in all areas. 
 
 
Safety Goal: 
 
Jo can see that Katie and Jason love their children and 
they want them to feel safe and happy. For Jo and the 
social worker to feel that the children are safe enough 
to close the case, she would need to see that the times 
that Jason and Katie spend together around the 
children, that they are able to remain calm and one of 
them leaves if an argument is about to happen. Jason 
and Katie need to find friends and family to support 
them while they learn to live separately. They need to 
work out how to organise when they can both spend 
time with the children, to make sure the children feel 
loved and continue their close relationships with both 
of their parents.  
 
 
Reminder: Not a real family / created as a case study 
only. 
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Safety House Tool: 

The safety house was created originally by Sonja Parker (Parker, 2009, cited by Turnell, 

A, 2013). This is a tool used to work with children to explore what it would feel 

like/look like to live in a home that they feel safe.  This allows children to talk 

about/draw what makes them feel safe. 

The areas of the house are broken down to capture the child’s thoughts and feelings 

around the following areas: 

 People who live in the safety house: This allows the child to think about people 

that they feel safe to live in their safety house and depending on age and 

understanding of child; you can speak about what life would be like for them in the 

safety house.  This enables you to capture those adults they feel safe with and the 

routines/activities that are important to them. 

 People who can visit the safety house and what they do to make it feel safe: 

This encourages the child to speak about people in their life that they would like to 

be involved and they feel safe to allow into their safety house. It asks the child about 

what they think they could do to make things safer for them, or what they do 

already. This helps with capturing child’s wider safety network and people that are 

important to them.  

 People I don’t feel safe with: This question allows the child to talk about anyone 

that they don’t feel safe with and what behaviours they are doing that are making 

them feel unsafe.  

 Rules of the safety house: Following on from when they don’t feel safe, the activity 

encourages the child to think about which rules they would have in their safety 

house, that will make them feel safe. Children get the chance to choose rules that 

might keep everybody safe and these can be used to influence the child and families 

safety plan in real life.  

 Path to the safety house: This path can be used as a way to discuss ways to re-

introduce people or things to the safety house, and the child’s rules around this. It is 

a way to talk about how ready they are re-introduce people and how they can do it 

in a way that makes them feel safe.   

On the next page I have completed an example of the safety house, which could have 

been completed with Jack (from the Case study family). It allows you to see how this 

tool could be used and also some ideas of how it allows the worker to understand what 

life is like for Jack at home and the things that he feels worried about and that make him 

feel unsafe. This information can then be shared with the child’s safety network to allow 

them to create a plan for Jack and his family to be able to keep them all feeling safe and 

happy. It enables the family to hear his voice and understand how the worries/ 

behaviours are making him feel. It also allows Jack to be central to the plans that will 

affect his life and empower him to understand that his voice and feelings matter.  



14 
 

Safety House Tool Example: 
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The Three Houses Tool: 

This tool was created by Nikki Weld (Weld, 2008;2009; Turnell 2001 cited in Turnell, A 

2013) and is shared by Andrew  Turnell as a tool that can be used in the Signs of Safety 

approach. This is another tool to find out the child’s thoughts and feelings around their 

safety, parts of their life. 

The three houses can be adapted to suit the family that you are working with. Children 

can draw/write or just talk about these areas. I observed workers using these three 

headings to explore these areas: 

House of Worries:  This is an opportunity for the child to describe the things they 

worry about and people/behaviours that make them feel worried.  

House of Good things: In this they can talk about/share the things in their  life that 

make them happy, activities they enjoy, good people and things that make them feel 

safe.  

House of Dreams: Children that are old enough to understand the concept of dreams 

and wishes, have the opportunity to discuss what house/home/life they would like 

instead. This can be explained differently to help them think about what life might look 

life if the worries or problems were not there. This is a chance for children to talk about 

things that would make them feel safer.  

When on my Fellowship, I observed workers using this tool in a variety of ways and 

these adaptions really supported my understanding of how it can be flexibly used to 

help gain children’s perspectives in a variety of ways. An example of this was, a worker 

used three classrooms with a young person to explore why they weren’t attending 

school and what things worried them about school. The School of dreams was discussed 

as what things could be adapted to make it easier for them to return to school and for it 

to be a successful transition.  

Three houses allow children to be heard and also allows them to think of good things in 

their life. This can help to build these things into plans as a way to ensure they are 

feeling safe and happy.  

On the next page I have completed an example of the Three houses activity, that could 

have been completed with Jack (from the Case study family). It allows you to see how 

this tool could be used with a family and that Jack’s thoughts and feelings can then be 

used to influence the safety plans being made for this family.  
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Three Houses Example:  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mummy and Daddy shouting, Me and Tom 

feeling scared that Daddy will hit Mummy and 

Mummy will shout at Daddy.  

Mummy drinking wine and Daddy drinking 

beer. 

Mummy not shouting anymore, and no 

drinking wine. Mummy will cook us pizza 

every day! 

Daddy can take us to the park and Mummy 

and Daddy will not argue.  

Mummy will stay at home with Tibbles when 
we go to the park with Daddy.  
 
If it rains we can go to soft play or the library.  
Mummy will let us see Daddy, no more 
shouting! 
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a) Voice of the child- Understanding 

The next theme that I noticed from my Fellowship was that it was really important that 

the child understands what is going on at the time of issues in their family and what is 

happening next. All the workers that I observed made this a priority and worked 

creatively with children and families to ensure this happened.  

A quote I found that described why this approach is so important, is described perfectly 

by BRENÉ BROWN: 

“Sometimes the most dangerous thing for kids is the silence that allows them to 

construct their own stories—stories that almost always cast them as alone and 

unworthy of love and belonging.” Brown, B (2017) 

When trauma or things that worry and upset children happen, they need to know what 

is happening at a level that they understand to stop them filling in the gaps themselves 

and leave them sometimes feeling responsible for the things that are often issues out of 

their control and influence.  

This was something that I noticed on my Fellowship that was at the heart of the work 

with children and families in the Agencies I visited. The importance of working with 

families to ensure the children understand what is happening and that they understand 

their own family story. Sometimes children may be too young but it can be written with 

the safety family and used to share with them when they are older. It is powerful to help 

the parent explain what is happening for their child. This is an important process to 

keep the parent at the centre of the communication and also to empower them to think 

about how they explain to their child what has happened. 

Words and Pictures Explanations: 

To enable the workers to do this, I observed the Signs of Safety “Words and Pictures” 

explanations being used with children and I was showed many examples of ways they 

were used to help children understand what was happening in their life.  

I can’t share those examples but I have included a words and pictures example on the 

next few pages that could be used to describe to Jack and Tom (Case study family) why 

their Daddy has moved out and what is happening next in their family.   
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Words and Pictures Example: 

 

 

 

 

 

Why Daddy doesn’t live with us anymore. 

 

 

 

 

 

Mummy, Daddy, Jack and Tom lived together in our house with a 

blue door. Mummy has a baby in her tummy and we have a cat 

called Tibbles. 
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Jo from the Children’s centre, Kate the Health visitor and Sharon 

from Children’s Services were worried as Mummy and Daddy had 

been fighting and shouting a lot at home.  

 

 
We are  

worried! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

This made Jack and Tom feel worried that Mummy might get hurt. 

Sometimes Mummy and Daddy drank beer and wine and this 

made them shout and argue, which was scary. 

 

We are  

worried! 
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Jack and Tom will still see and spend time with Daddy, but not at 

our house with the blue door.  Mummy and Daddy love Jack, Tom 

and the baby in Mummy’s tummy very much and they want 

everybody to feel safe and happy. 

 

 

 

Mummy and Daddy have chosen not to live together anymore. 

Daddy has moved to live in another house and Mummy, Jack, Tom 

and Tibbles will stay living in our house with the blue door. 
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To use this example to explain the impact for the family of this tool being used:  

 Jack and Tom are clear that people know and are worried about the 

shouting/fighting in their family home.  

 The message is clear that both parents still love them and will spend time with them 

but in a safe way. To re-assure them that they will keep relationships with their 

parents.  

 The message is not biased and judgemental as it is written with both parents and 

does not mention fault or blame. Sometimes when children hear what happened 

from their parents after relationship’s breakdown and there is a lot of anger and 

upset between the parents, this can cause upset and children can feel they need to 

take sides.  

 

Four Quadrants 

In one of the Agencies I visited they used a variation of Signs of Safety- words and 

pictures explanation.  This is a form they call “four quadrants.” This is a 4 section 

explanation created to explain what is happening or something that they need to know. 

I liked the use of this form for shorter explanations for children used during visits and 

to explain to children what is going on.  

I met with foster carers, family support workers and social workers that use these in 

lots of ways and give the explanation immediately to child for them to keep. (Due to 

trauma making it hard to take in messages, so they have their own copy to look at again 

and again.) The form has been used also for families that struggle with understanding or 

taking on board messages.  

Here on the next page I have shown an example of how the form could be used with my 

Case study family, to explain contact arrangements with their Dad.  

To use this example to explain the impact for the family of this tool being used:  

 Jack clearly knows that his feelings and worries are heard by his teacher and that 

they are acted upon.  

 The parents are able to work together to ensure that Jack is not feeling worried 

about things that are avoidable.  

 Jack is able to spend his birthday with his Mum and Dad but in a way that keeps 

everyone safe. 

 Jack is more likely to speak about his worries to his teacher in the future and this is a 

protective person for this child.  
 Jack can keep this explanation, so he is reassured of the plans on his Birthday. 
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Four Quadrants example: 

Who was worried? What are we worried about? 

Mrs Clarke (Teacher) is worried as you have 
been upset at school and seemed quiet. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mrs Clarke is worried that you have been upset 
about not seeing Daddy on your Birthday and 
this is making you feel sad.  

 

 

What happened next? What are we doing about the worries? 
Mrs Clarke and Jo spoke to Mummy about 
this. Mummy and Daddy spoke on the phone 
and they knew it was important for you to 
see them both on your Birthday.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mummy and Daddy have agreed that on your 
birthday. You will spend the morning with 
Mummy, Tom and Tibbles. Then Daddy will pick 
you and Tom up and he is going to take you 
both to the Pizza restaurant for a birthday 
lunch.  

 

I feel SAD 

  

 
I am  

worried! 
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b) Strength based approaches 
support family change. 

Throughout my Fellowship all the Agencies I visited worked with families using 

Strength based approaches, I was able to observe the power that these approaches can 

have when used confidently at helping families facilitate change in their own lives.  

The approaches all hinge on workers building relationships and listening and really 

understanding the issues in the families and using the families own strengths and skills 

to create safety and work towards change.  

The Agencies using the Signs of Safety Approach, also clearly explained to me the 

importance of the Andrew Turnell and Steve Edwards- Signs of Safety- Practice 

Principles that Build Partnerships and I quote:  

 “Practice Principles that Build Partnerships  

1. Respect service recipients as people worth doing business with. 

2. Co-operate with the person, not the abuse. 

3. Recognise that co-operation is possible even when coercion is required. 

4. Recognise that all families have signs of safety. 

5. Maintain the focus on safety. 

6. Learn what the service recipient wants. 

7. Always search for detail. 

8. Focus on creating small change. 

9. Don’t confuse case details with judgment. 

10. Offer Choices. 

11. Treat the interview as a forum for change. 

12. Treat the practice principles as aspirations, not assumptions.”  

(Turnell, A and Edwards, S (1999). 

This set of principles was important learning for me to transition, the Signs of Safety 

approach from a set of Tools to a way to work with all families in a Strength based way. 

It makes me consider how in every contact with families I can build my relationship to 

be able to support them to make the changes that they may need to make to help their 

family to thrive.  

By use of strength based approaches it is more likely that relationships will be focussed 

on and maintained with families to ensure that they are kept central to all plans. Also 

that by focussing on the family’s strengths it enables you to find the ways that they have 

successfully managed the problems in the past and build on family’s abilities to use 

these skills to ensure future safety and well-being. However the other benefit to 
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building strong relationships with families is to be able to openly discuss the issues and 

problems in the family. To be honest about the impact of the problems on their children 

and have difficult conversations in a way that maintains respect for the family.  

In the McMan Agency, they used the High Fidelity Wraparound approach to work with 

families.  I was able to observe meetings with families called “implementation 

meetings”, these followed a very specific structure and were led using a flip chart and 

recorded this way by the facilitator also. The meeting was strength based approach and 

on this token started with Celebrations. Then facilitator reviews the needs and goals 

with the team around the family, brainstorming ideas and then updates the action plan, 

with new actions added with specific tasks for team members. My observations of this 

approach was even the recording was done is an open and transparent way, with the 

family and it was obvious the relationships was central to the process being successful.  

 
 
Here is an example of some ground 
rules used in an Implementation  
meeting to ensure that meeting  
stayed strength based and  
future focussed.   

 
 Photo by Hillier, J citing Khan, (2017)  

 

 

In one of the agencies I visited; The Children’s Aid Society of the United Counties of 
Stormont, Dundas & Glengarry, it was very clear from speaking with staff throughout 
the agency that the Strength based approach was kept central in all practice including 
how the workers were managed. Angie Arcuri (Director of Service) explained to me; 

“Signs of Safety is an organisational practice and a way of being. We work hard to build 
a leadership team, for them to then build the workers, who in turn work with families to 
build stronger families.”  Arcuri, A (2017) 

This was a helpful perspective to take away and think about how to build teams to 
support them to keep that Strength based approach as the golden thread throughout the 
practice with families. 
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c) Parents understanding of their 
responsibility in keeping children 
safe. 

One of the themes that I observed in all the agencies I visited was the expectation from 

workers that parents (and their naturally connected support networks) take 

responsibility for keeping their children safe. Throughout every contact with families I 

observed this to be the emphasis and empowering the families to do this was the end 

goal.  

I noticed the skills of the workers were developed to ask questions, instead of 

answering them: 

This makes a difference as by encouraging the parent to think of the answers; this 

empowers them to understand they have the skills to resolve the issue themselves, or 

find somebody in their naturally connected support network to help them with this. It 

also gives workers greater opportunity to understand what areas more support may be 

needed to ensure future safety. As an example of how this looked in the language used 

with families, I have included quotes workers may use to encourage parents to take 

responsibility:  

In response to a family asking a worker what they should do, the worker’s response 

was: 

“What do you think you should do?” Anonymised author (2017) 

After they answered she encouraged the parent to think about the consequences of that 

action, by asking; 

“What do you think would happen if you did that?”  Anonymised author (2017) 

This worker’s approach encouraged the parent to problem solve to build these skills for 

after the work has closed.  

The communication with families was open and honest and understandable: 

I observed workers prioritising making sure the parents and their support networks 

understood their communication and what is being explained to them. Workers 

communication was parent friendly and I saw workers go to great lengths to ensure this 

happens, by using Signs of Safety- words and picture explanations for parents that were 

struggling to understand or take on board messages. Ultimately it was the workers 

responsibility to make sure the families understand what professionals are worried 

about and what needs to change to make sure their children are safe. By being 
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transparent with this communication it allowed the family to take responsibility for 

what they need to change to make sure this happens.  

The expectation was that parents and support network take responsibility for 

keeping their child safe:  

I observed workers that seem to understand the power in their roles and work hard in 

each contact with families to balance that power by encouraging the families to take 

control of their own lives. To give an example of how this looked in practice; here is a 

quote from a child protection worker speaking with a family: 

“We know what is happening is not safe but I also know that children don’t do well 

when in care, so what are you going to change to make sure you and your family can 

keep your children safe?” Anonymised author (2017) 

I noticed this approach immediately aligns the social worker with wanting the family to 

manage this and immediate connection that both parent and social worker want the 

same goal; children safe and at home. This was also shown by workers looking for ways 

families have the ability to safely care for their children and it is their job to help them 

build up support networks around them to do so. To be able to do this, they worked 

closely with families to look for strengths and build those into the safety plans created 

for the children.  

Throughout my observations of visits in Canada, the parents I met with seemed open to 

change and spoke about their role in keeping their children safe. There seemed to be 

less of expectation by families for someone else to solve their problems. Workers did 

share that this shift in approach took time as some families have been involved with 

services inter-generationally and so took time to adjust to the new way of working. As 

these families may have experienced a more worker led approach and sometimes 

struggled when being expected to take on the responsibility.  

During my Fellowship visits I heard parents speak openly about their responsibility, one 

parent said: 

“I have to step up to look after my kids”.  Anonymised author (2017) 

I took this final quote from observing a session that was closing work with their family. I 

feel this reflected brilliantly the experience of this parent and how empowering this 

approach can be and this is something I would love to replicate in my work with 

families in the United Kingdom.  

“The more I do for myself, I feel better! I have to hold myself 
accountable. It is empowering!” Anonymised author (2017) 
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d) Building a Life-long Support 
Network for Children. 

I feel passionately that children need to have lifelong connections and so many of the 

conversations that I had with professionals in Canada, reflected how important this 

was; 

“Without a Support Network, children’s safety/well-being is compromised!” Anon 

(2017) sited in lecture Children’s Aid Society of Stormont, Dundas and Glengarry. 

All professionals have an expiry date: 

It was explained to me by numerous staff throughout my Fellowship, each time you 

work with a family, all professionals have an expiry date. You should always work with 

families with this in mind and so your aim is to build the families strengths for them to 

be ready for your exit or to find other natural supports within the families network to 

support them after you leave. This is the direction I observed all workers take, and this 

fits so beautifully with the Signs of Safety approach. That is all around linking people 

into their support networks to ensure long term safety. Building the community and 

reducing isolation to increase safety and safe connections for children.  

The vision statement for 

Ktunaxa Kinbasket Child and 

Family Services is:  

“People working together to 

build stronger and empowered 

families and healthy 

communities.”  Nicholas, J 

(2018) 

This is definitely the team ethos and approach to working with families in this 
organisation. Workers prioritised linking children back into their communities and 
culture and supporting family is very much part of the Elders role in Aboriginal culture. 
Due to trauma that the residential schools caused to the Indigenous people, it is 
recognised that work needs to happen to reconnect people that have become isolated 
from their culture and family background. While visiting the Ktunaxa Nation, I was 
introduced to Jason Louie (The Chief of the Lower Kooteney band- Yaqan Nukiy), I 
spoke to him about my project and he shared his thoughts;   

“Every child needs at least one adult that they can go to, if they need help or someone to 

listen.” Louie, J (2017)  
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If every child had at least one safe adult to speak to and share their problems with, it 
would be a healthy start to build and increase their network.  

Family Finding Approach 

I was introduced first introduced to Kevin Campbell’s Family Finding approach when 
visiting High Fidelity Wraparound (collaborative partnership between Hull, 
McMan, Enviros, and Calgary Child and Family Services, Province of Alberta, 
Calgary.) I was amazed with how well it combined with the High Fidelity Wraparound 
Approach and then later when visiting Children’s Aid Society of Stormont, Dundas 
and Glengarry how it fitted in seamlessly with Signs of Safety. I was not at all surprised 
when after I returned from my trip, Andrew Turnell and Kevin Campbell made the 
following announcement on July 19th, 2017;  
 

“Family Finding and the Signs of Safety are sister approaches. Both equip child 

protection agencies to: 

Undertake all its practice with a rigorous focus on child safety matched by practice, 

policy, procedures and organisation that enable practitioners to do everything humanly 

possible to put the parents, children and everyone naturally connected to the children 

at the centre of the assessment, decision-making and give them every opportunity to 

come up with their solutions before the professionals offer/impose ours.” Turnell, A, 

Campbell, K. (2017).  
 

I was able to observe some of the workers using tools from the Family Finding 

approach, although I am not yet trained in this approach. I was interested to see how it 

supported work with young people and finding connections for children in care or 

looked after by people other than their family.  

I observed a mobility mapping exercise with a young person. This is all about the 

connections that the young person has and has had, as a way of exploring others that 

could join the child’s lifelong support network. It was an exercise using young person’s 

memory of past homes growing up, really interesting to observe and I can see how this 

would support with finding connections for young person.  

“Our purpose in family finding is to restore the opportunity to be unconditionally loved, 

to be accepted, and to be safe in a community and a family” Campbell, K (2018) 

I am very interested in learning more about Family Finding and hope to pursue this 

training in the future. It is important to work hard to find lifelong connections for 

children, to help them feel they are loved and that they belong and have people that care 

about them. 
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Conclusions 

I can conclude my Fellowship was successful at meeting all of my project aims and it 

enabled me to travel to observe inspirational practice with families. The experience of 

becoming a Winston Churchill Fellow has been truly amazing and also challenging to 

feel that I have been able to honour the practice that I observed and present it in this 

report.  I will admit that I have struggled to express this in words and took some time to 

work out how to share the information I have gained to inspire others.  

I feel incredibly motivated by the practice I observed and the variety of experiences that 

the different agencies offered me. I feel I have gained in confidence and my knowledge 

of using Strength based approaches with families and feel passionately about 

encouraging others in the United Kingdom to feel more confident about this practice.  I 

have used practical examples in my report as I believe that this may encourage others in 

the United Kingdom to practice using some of the tools and approaches shown and to 

gain confidence in how these can be used with families.  

The impact that I hope my Fellowship will have on the United Kingdom, is to be able to 

share the practice observed and my report with agencies using the Signs of Safety 

approach. To be able to speak confidently about how this approach looks when it is fully 

embedded in a service. To continue to use my contacts and networks made through my 

Fellowship to support joint working with Agencies in the United Kingdom and in 

Canada.  

If the practice in Canada is a glimpse of what practice can look like when supporting 

families to improve outcomes for children. I hope to be able to support South 

Gloucestershire Council with fully embedding the Signs of Safety approach in the 

coming years; to empower families to make sure their children are safe, healthy, loved 

and happy.  

 

 

 

 



30 
 

 

Next Steps 

Since returning from my Fellowship I have already completed the following 

actions to share my findings and inspire others through my learning: 

 Delivered two training workshops at South Gloucestershire Council’s- Children, 

Adult and Health Department’s staff conference.  

 Delivered training sessions for South Gloucestershire Council’s Children’s Centre 

team. 

 Joined the South Gloucestershire Council’s Signs of Safety Implementation 

Strategy group.  

These actions are other ways I plan to share my learning in the future:  

 To share my report with all agencies that are using Signs of Safety in the United 

Kingdom. 

 To share my report with the Agencies I visited in Canada.  

 To share my findings with the creators of Signs of Safety and Family finding. 

 To deliver further training to inspire and support others in my agency.  

 To speak at network meetings to share the findings with partner agencies e.g. 

health professionals, childcare providers, schools and charity organisations.  

 To continue to practice as a Signs of Safety Lead within my agency to support 

South Gloucestershire to embed the approach.  
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Recommendations 

Following my Fellowship I would make these recommendations: 

1. Services using the Signs of Safety approach to embed the Signs of Safety 12 

practice principles that build partnership: 

To enable workers to concentrate on areas to support the strength based way of 

working. This may transform the relationships with families and promote effective 

engagement with parents to improve child outcomes.  

To develop practice to ensure that the principles are fully embedded as part of the 

approach, this would take training and breaking down as a service what these practice 

principles look like in real life. To transform the professional helping approach to an 

approach that empowers parents and families to make the changes needed for their 

children’s well-being.  

If agencies are looking to support family change, enable their communities to thrive and 

be connected and supportive of each other. We need to ask more questions and use the 

family’s strengths and natural support networks to ensure safety and well-being.  

2. Family Finding approach to be explored: 

As Family Finding is now a sister approach to Signs of Safety (that my service already 

uses); it would be supportive to get further training to enable us to fit this approach to  

support the children in South Gloucestershire to feel connected and cared for even 

when living in out of home care. From my limited learning already, I can see many 

examples of how supportive this approach is to children that are “looked after or living 

away from their biological families”, to help them stay connected and to help secure 

their identity and feeling of belonging.  

I feel these approaches go hand in hand and Family Finding training would be an 

excellent addition to agencies already using the Signs of Safety approach. It would be 

another tool to support colleagues, working with children already looked after outside 

of their family home. To support them and also to begin this work even in early 

intervention stages to find out when family first work with services, who are their 

connected people and how can they help when things get tough.  

3. Practice, Practice, Practice!  

For all staff trained in Signs of Safety to keep practising and trusting that all experiences 

are supportive to their learning. I found the Signs of Safety approach exciting to learn 

about and I was described as “an early adopter” Ratcliffe, J (2017) by Jo our Signs of 
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Safety trainer; meaning that as soon as I trained I was excited to practice using all the 

new tools and found the Signs of Safety approach was a change that I was ready to 

embrace. I will however admit my enthusiasm greatly outweighed my knowledge and 

skills, but I felt encouraged to practice these emerging skills with support of my 

management team.  

In Canada most agencies I visited had Signs of Safety specific roles within teams to guide 

the practice and support it to embed. They had different titles but some of these roles 

were not alongside other work, to enable teams to have support and guidance. I can see 

the benefit to support teams in this way as sometimes observing somebody that is 

confident to practice in this way, and also to network and link with other teams to 

ensure the Agencies practice is developing at a similar rate. This role could also be 

useful to give people time to network with other Agencies using the Signs of Safety, to 

share knowledge and skills to further develop practice.  

When you begin to use the tools and change the way you approach your work with 

families, it feels “clunky” and sometimes can make you feel de-skilled, but when you 

push through that and get the opportunity to capture a child’s voice, to form the centre 

of your work, it is rewarding. To be able to support a family in their toughest times (as 

this is usually when we get to meet them), to be able to communicate and listen to their 

needs and understand how they work as a unit, to be able to bring those strengths and 

already used supports, to create safety and well-being for a family.  

I know that change can be scary and new tools can be daunting to learn how to use 

them, but as part of work with families we ask them to work on creating change, which 

can also push them out of their comfort zones. So I would encourage people to keep 

using the tools, embrace the strength based approach and think about ways to inspire 

hope and change using the families existing strengths. 
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