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BACKGROUND TO CREATE

CREATE Foundation exists to improve the life opportunities for children and young

people in care across Australia. CREATE runs services and programs to:

» connect children and young people with each other and their communities;

> build skills and resources for children and young people in care to make
decisions and create opportunities in their own lives; and

» change the care system from the inside out through the participation of children

and young people themselves.

All programs developed and delivered by CREATE involve the participation of young

people in concept, design, delivery, monitoring and evaluation.

Create Consulting

CREATE Consulting contributes to improving the care system though training, group

facilitation, research and project management.

CREATE Consulting provides:
» advice and assistance to government and care sector agencies;
» research into care issues at a national, state and local level; and
» training for workers and young people in and ex care to ensure the participation

of children and young people in care.

CREATE Consulting works with all CREATE services to explore issues children and young

people in care face, and act upon them.
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CREATE Consulting has two primary innovative program areas:

Fadilitating Participation
Module based action learning training package delivered by CREATE facilitators and
young consultants to assist those who work with and for children and young people in

care.

Young Consultant Training
Training program for young people in and ex care to work with and for CREATE to

change the system from the ‘inside out'.
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Current living arrangements

Children and young people were accessed from a wide range of different living

situations in their current placement:

Current Living Arrangements

Number of Children or Young People

Foster care* 9
Residential home 5
Independent living 2
Kinship care 1
Detention 1
Total 18

* One young persons foster parents are now in a situation of enduring parental responsibility. The foster carers have
effectively become the legal parents. The young person is still a ward of the state but no longer has as intensive

involvement with Family Services.

Types of placements experienced in care history

In all their time in care, many of the children and young people had experienced a

variety of different living arrangements:

Living Arrangements Experienced at Some
Stage While In Care

Number of Children or Young People

Foster care

Kinship care

Marlow Cottage

Outreach House

Marymead (residential)

Quamby Youth Detention Centre

Independent

Homeless or on the streets

Total

Cultural background

Cultural Background

Number of Children or Young People

Neither Indigenous nor Torres Strait Islander* 15
Indigenous 2
Torres Strait Islander 0
Don't know 1
Total 18

* One young person has indigenous ancestry but chooses not to identify. When questioned the reason given was
"Because aboriginal people are treated different, I'm always taken out of class at school and asked ‘Do you need any
free home tutoring, need this, need that’ because of my ancestry. It's not fair - I'm the same as everyone else so why
should I get it and no one else get it? If people ask it's my choice to tell them and if I want I will say and if I dont, I

won't”.
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RESPONSE TO SURVEY QUESTIONS

General

Question One

What are the best things about being in care? What do you like about it?

All eighteen children and young people responded to this question. The positive points

to being in care identified by the children and young people were:

>

>

»

Fun
Going to the movies. They spoil me. They take me on outings and take me for
drinks and that.

You have lots of fun and do lots of reading and lots of playing.

Safety
More security, I know I'm safe — usually!

Support
Time away from my family, time to have my own space. They support you with

a lot of things.

I get the doctor paid for if I need to go and they paid for me to get a washing

machine and fridge and stuff when I moved into my new place.

Freedom

You get more freedom and workers help you out when you're in trouble.

You practically get to do what you want but you have to tell staff what you're

doing.

In their own words: a report on the experiences
of children and young people in care
Page 12 of 119




> Social contacts

I meet new people.

It’s good. I get to live with puppies! Its just the way that people treat you with

respect to care.

> Better when younger
Foster care’s better when you're younger. It's better than not living at home but
sometimes it’s no different. I'd prefer to be in foster care 'cause my parents
aren’t obviously fit to look after me so there’s got to be a reason there . . . but it
could be better.

Three children and young people could not identify any positives about being in care.

One child or young person identified that because they are living in kinship care, they

don't feel like they are in care.

Question Two

What don’t you like about living in care?

All eighteen children and young people responded to this question. The aspects
identified by the children and young people that they did not like about being in care

are.

> Lack of permanency and stability
Getting moved house-to-house is frustrating. I don’t know what the highlights of
Foster care are — sometimes I think, "why am I doing this?” "Why do I even
bother If theyre going to move me from house-to-house?” We dont have
security full stop when we're moving from house-to-house, like when I was living

in [placement] it was all up in the air. I was supposed to stay there but then
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they decided they didn't want me to move schools so I had to move placement.

I wonder why they do it?

My Family Services worker says shit like, "Mum doesnt want you to stay at home
full time” and then I ask Mum and she says she does and the workers just
speaking shit, and Mum gets all mad and then the worker says Mum just said
that to me ‘cause she was under pressure, and it’s all shit. Also they tell me

where to live and what to do and that makes me angry

Wed be with Mum when she was using drugs and then theyd take us away
when she wasn't using. It was stupid. It would have been better to take us
away permanently and given us somewhere to live and given support to visit her
instead of lots of short term orders. I was on short-term orders for the first 12

years of my life.

When I was in [detention centre], Family Services had a year’s notice that I'd
need somewhere to live when I came out. And I'd told them that I'd need
somewhere to live when I came out and they said, yeah they'd organise
somewhere, and they started looking just a few months before I came out. They
said theyd found somewhere for me to stay and then I came out and they said,
"Yeah, you have to go to a refuge”. So then I just said "fuck you, see ya later”,

and went on the run again.

Trust

It’s really hard to trust people. I don't know If it’s just me but its really hard.
You sort of get used to it after a while. It took me months to get used to my
placement. I was pretty much a boarder. I just stayed in my room and came out
to eat and use the Internet and go to school and thats it, I'd be in my room

otherwise.

Contact with birth family
Everything. It takes forever being in care. It sucks, it’s boring and I don't get to

see my Mum.
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Not being able to see my parents.

Don't get to see my Mum, Dad, brother, aunts or uncles very much.

Other residents behaviour in residential homes

I get led along really easy. I didnt used to get in bad trouble until I went to
[residential home]. Now theyve sent my sister there and I'm worried the same

thing will happen to her.

People that swear, spit and wipe snot on the walls. People who live here do

that. Also, they put rubbish around the couches.

Some workers

Sometimes workers can be tight and cruel. When you want time to yourself, so
you leave the house for an hour or so, they throw the conseqguences at you
when you come back like fine you pocket money or kick you out of the lounge
room or your bedroom. Sometimes workers can be really unhelpful. (residential

care)

Rules

Getting restrained when I do something naughty.

I started running away (from foster carers) ‘cause I got sick of it ‘cause I got sick
of being bossed around by people I didn't know — I just wanted to do my own

thing.

It’s more like if we want to do something big like normal families do, Nan has to
ring up and ask Family Services before we go out of the state and if they say no,
we can’t go, and that’s bullshit. It’s wrong to always have to ask them. (kinship

care)
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> Lack of support from Family Services
When you try to get on to Family Services it takes a week or two for them to
return your call. Or when youre meant to go out there you get there and

theyre always on lunch. You can’t get onto them.

When I turned sixteen they said "You can go now but we're going to watch you
until you're eighteen and give you something to fall back on.” I'm only sixteen
and I'd be fucked if I didn't have [Agency] to help me out with my medical bills
and stuff. It's ok except when they fuck you around and say they're going to do
something and don't do it. Especially Family Services, itll take them a month to
do something like get me a food voucher. They stuff me around and give me
excuses and every other story they can think of and then I have to go in to try
and sort it out. I dont want to talk to them any more. I just go through my
[agency] caseworker who's heaps better. It makes it heaps easier and heaps

less stress having him.

> Carer assessment and monitoring
Carers need to be assessed more carefully — some of the placements I've been
in! Like this one lady, the house was filthy, but because I was only ten yrs old
you don't notice it, dont know any better, but the kids at school would say "ew,
you smell” which was really gross but you dont notice until your older and
realise how little I showered, like not shower for a week or more than a week,
but when you're little you don't know any different. Her kids weren't nice either;

her kids would bash me up and stuff. She had four of her own kids plus me.

Three children and young people could not identify anything they do not like about

being in care.
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Question Three

How do you feel about being in care?

Eleven children and young people responded to this question. One child or young person
said it brought up no feelings for them. Two children and young people responded with
“good” and “fine”. The other children and young people identified the following things

that come up for them when they think about the concept of being in care:

> Shame
I used to be embarrassed about it lots when I was younger. I feel embarrassed

about my Mum using drugs and stuft.

> Grief and loss
It sort of makes me wonder why my Mum can't be like everyone else. My best
friend comes to school complaining about her parents and stuff they say and do,
and I think "My god! Id give the world to have what you have. Compared to
me you have everything I've ever wanted, and here you are complaining!” I'd be
happy if my Dad grounded me - if I had a Dad! It can be good and bad. There
are good points and bad points and ones you dont even want to remember.
Sometimes you just want to go to sleep and never wake up again. Knowing
you're different to everyone else is bad. The good thing is that you're out of the
bad environment and being looked after and someone actually remembers you
and if you find the right person — I reckon there’s a perfect place for everyone
and a slot everyone fits in, but I dont have the right slot, I'm still looking (for
where I belong)

I hate it. I've never had a real family and I hate that. I get sad sometimes too.
Usually I don't think about it. Before I hated it so much and I was suicidal and
Stuff ‘cause the rules were really hard and the environment was really different

and I didn’t know what was going on. As time goes by you sort of get used to it.

I never feel like I'm going to cry, but if you keep prodding you will upset me. If
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you keep going, "So what do you think about your Dad? How do you feel about
that?” it’s like "Oh can you shut up, I've told you as much as I'm willing to tell

you",

> The importance of feeling normal
A lot of kids at school don't know I'm in care, which means I've achieved what
I've always wanted to achieve which is being normal. If kids can achieve that in

care I think most of what needs to be done has been done.

I hate it when they go off to people and say, "You know, she’s in foster care!”
But usually I don’t mind.
I tell my friends and they're like, “veah sure”, and then they're like, "Ok”.

Question Four
Do you think you are better off, worse off or about the same now than before

you came into care? Why?

Of the ten children and young people who answered this question, four indicated they
are better off, two indicated they are the same, three indicated they are worse off. One

young person indicated they didn’t know.

> Better off
Better off, I really am. Mum used to drink and smoke and take off and wed run
down to Nan’s house when that happened. I'm pretty sure Nan wouldnt take off

half way through the night to go to the pub!

Definitely better off. I look back on things now and I realise I would have ended
up like some of the people I go to school with now. I would have ended up
hardly coming to school, not living at home, maybe dead, doped up or
something far worse if I hadnt come into care, ‘cause I was just an angry kid
looking for someone to take it out on and would have ended up killing myself or
possibly someone else. I had such a traumatic childhood it was good that I was

taken away from my Mum but I didnt understand it. All I understood was that I
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loved my Mum and why arent I with her? Why cant she look after me? It
wasn't until many years later that I started to understand. It's just hard. Foster

care in the long run has been very beneficial to me.

Better ‘cause I dont have to see my Mum shooting up or watch my Mum and her
boyfriend fight.

About the same

I've always been in care and my Mum was involved with Family Services before
I was born. It hasn't been good at any of the carers but it hasn't been good with
my Mum either.

At the moment I'm probably about the same. I could be living on the streets
with my mother but she'd probably be more supportive than [carer] is. When
you think about where I could be and if I was with someone who loved me and

supported me I could be so much better off.

Worse off

I'm worse off ‘cause I'm angry — why am I wasting time at school when I could
be with my family? My Mum’s probably better off 'cause she only has to look
after one now. My brother and I got taken into care at the same time but he'’s

older and got to go back.

Worse off, ‘cause once I got into Family Services care they put me in [refuge]
and then I got in trouble with the law worse than I had before and then I started

getting into heaps of trouble. It would have been better to leave me at home.

Worse off. I had everything for me at home and I stuffed it up. I kept getting
into trouble and Mum kicked me out. I enjoyed doing things wrong and I
thought I'd get away with it but I didnt.

Don’t know
I dont know. I cantsay. I dont know what it would have been like if I hadnt

come into care. I cant remember much from when I was a little kid. Its hard
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to say what would have happened — I might have stayed at school or I might
have ended up (dropping out and being in trouble) anyway.

Question Five
What's one of the really good times you‘ve had in care - a really good day or
week, or any time when things were going really well and you felt really good

and happy. Can you tell me about it and what made it so good?

Ten children and young people responded to this question. The children and young
people spoke of opportunities they have been afforded because they are in care that
they wouldn’t have had the opportunity to experience otherwise. A very strong theme
through the answers to this question was friendships and interactions with other people.
Two children and young people could not identify a good experience they have had

while in care.

Doing back fijps into the water at the pool. Getting to go to Wonderland with
[agency]

Playing with another kid here in the resi home.

When I see [counsellor] and we talk about my problems and I get to play and I
play with the dollhouse and the dolls

I've been going on trips for two years. I go away in my holidays. Ive been to
Hawaii with my grandparents, I do table tennis and am entering my third

competition and I do dance.

When they first put me in care there was a Family Services dude (worker) who

used to take me out and he took me go-karting once and it was heaps mad.

In their own words: a report on the experiences
of children and young people in care
Page 20 of 119




No, haven't had one. Except sometimes getting my clothes voucher every three
months or so which is good, 'cept it’s for K-mart or Big W and that sucks. It

should be for Rebel Sport or something like that.

When I first lived with my Nan ‘cause then I found out we were going to stay
there permanently. And then I found out they cant move us anywhere else and
the court order says we have to stay there until we're eighteen and that'’s really

cool.

I don't think there’s such a thing as the best day. You have a group of great
days, a group of alright days, a group of crappy days when you just want to die
— but everyone experiences them so there’s really nothing you could do but just
go with the flow. And I suppose if you didnt have bad days then you wouldnt
know what good was. So when I have a bad day I just think to myself — it will
get better.

Question Six

Do you feel you are happy, healthy and well looked after right now? What

steps could be taken to help you feel happier, healthier or better looked

after?

Sixteen
people
person
before

dont.”

children and young people answered this question. Seven children and young
identified that they did feel happy, healthy and well looked after. One young
indicated that after they went to [detention centre] they felt healthier now than

because “I used to smoke heaps of bongs and do crime and shit and now I

Those that felt they could be happier, healthier or better looked after included reasons

such as:

»

Lack of resourcing
At the moment there’s a worker here who's really lazy and doesnt do the food

shopping and stuff. Only when everyone complains does she buy food. There is
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food to eat but most of the residents don't like it. They cook us the grossest
food and put hardly any effort into it. I think we should get roast dinners and
bbg’s and stuff instead of just baked beans and pasta and chicken with
disgusting sauce over it. We should get meals with some effort put into it. I tell
the workers. Sometimes they listen and go and buy some onions or something
but that will be it 'cause they're really stingy with the money . . . We don't have
good TV's or furniture and the bedrooms are scummy here. The mattresses are
shit. [The other residential home] gets all the good stuff. There, the foods all
there waiting for you. There’s meat for your lunches, the workers cook up meals
with effort in them. But there’s the down side to [the other place] that there’s
bars on the windows, you cant smoke and you cant leave — its a lock down
facility, but apart from that it’s fine. I get sore backs all the time from sleeping
on the mattress I've got here and I've heard other residents complain about it
too. They're springy and poor guality. I've told the workers but they've done
nothing. They told me they can’t afford it. They dont get enough money here

and they should get more money. (residential care)

Placement unsuitability

I feel healthy and living up to that standard but the happy part — no. The place
I'm in now, my carer already has the perfect daughter of her own, and when I
say perfect, she does everything her mother tells her to do, carer says jump and
she says how high — but she doesn’t speak her mind. If there’s something I'm
doing that annoys her she won't tell me, my carer will, and that really pisses me
off ‘cause it means theyve been talking about me behind my back, [Carer]
always finds a way to put daughter up on a pedestal and put me down. I won a
really exciting award that to me is a big deal, and I told my carer and she didnt
say anything. I feel every day I stay there a bit more of the goodness about me
gets taken, it just disappears into nothing, it’s like I'm being suffocated there.
It’s hard to explain...I'm ready to call it quits. It's so hard to say I don't want to
be here anymore. I just hate it so much. It'’s hard to tell [Caseworker] ‘cause
even if did tell her tomorrow, it would be two months or whatever until I got out
of there and [carer] is so in my life. I feel safe but I don't feel like I'm treated

fairly.
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> Relationship with caseworker
I guess I'm happy but I could be happier if my caseworker would come over and

visit me more and take me out to the movies.

Yes, but I would like them to put in more effort with their child support schemes.
Get them to know more about the kids. The caseworker shouldnt just handle

your case but also talk to you and get to know you as a person.

Yes but they should respect all kids in care more. When we were little we
weren't really respected and we didn't really know how to say things. Little kids
should be respected more and their wishes respected and time taken to ask

them.

> Lack of support from Family Services
I never hear from Family Services. I don't even get a letter to let me know
what'’s going on. Family Services used to come and check on me but they dont
any more since I turned sixteen. The care order finished. It's good I'm not
under their supervision ‘cause I had to do everything they say, but it’s weird. It
depends on the person whether an order should finish at sixteen or not... I've
had a fucked upbringing and I know I can survive on my own and that’s the
thing. It is hard for me but I get money all the time window washing and stuff.
I used to do crime all the time 'cause Family Services wouldnt give me any
money so Id go out and steal shit. Then Id either get caught and put in
[detention centre] or get away with it and get heaps of money and be heaps
happy and go and do it again ‘cause Family Services wasn't there to support me
- and this was when I was in care. All the crime I've ever done was when I was
in care and when I got out of care I'm not doing crime. It’s when I rebelled. It's

weird. I did crime for money ‘cause they wouldn’t help me.

Id like a driving program once a week or something, something to look forward
to. Then I won't have to go steal a car 'cause Il know I get to drive on this day

and this day.
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> Stress of managing of finances

I try to look after myself the best I can but I'm in financial debt. [Agency] has
put the rent up more on me. I only get $200 a fortnight. I'm meant to get $250
but I have to pay [agency] more. I have trouble budgeting. I asked [agency]
the other day for $75 that I was owed and asked them to give it to my
caseworker so I could go shopping for food and I kept on asking and then he
Jjust gave me $10. Now they've said there’s no more money for me ‘cause I owe
[agency] enough as it is ‘cause of damage I've done to my place. I don’t know if
I'm healthy. I dont know what healthy is.
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SUMMARY

It is very positive that a number of children and young people identified care as living
somewhere they feel supported and safe and could have fun. Three children and young
people could not identify anything they liked about care, which is of concern.
Conversely, three children and young people couldn't identify anything they didn't like

about care.

Lack of permanency and stability came through as a strong issue facing a number of the

children and young people interviewed. Contributing factors included:

> regular placement changes;

> lack of placement options;

> continuously being placed on short term orders;

> communication and support issues with Family Services; and

> children and young people not understanding what is happening regarding their

case plan due to lack of participation and support in the process.

Leaving care support is inadequate in the ACT (refer to Leaving Care: page 77).

Mental and emotional health issues such as trust, fear of rejection, attachment issues
and residual trauma from abuse and neglect the children and young people have
experienced, impact on their ability to integrate into new environments and build
trusting relationships. Changing placements, changing caseworkers and uncertainty

about what is happening further negatively impact on them.

Children and young people identified contact with their birth family as very important

(refer to Family & Social Relationships: page 55).

Residential homes need greater resources and access to mental/emotional health

support for residents.

Rules change for children and young people when they enter care and move from one

household to another. Understanding that it takes time to adjust to this, training for
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carers in understanding this and supporting children and young people in the transition

is required.

Open, honest communication with children and young people to help them understand
decisions being made, what options are available and which ones aren't is vital. Much of
the anxiety held by the children and young people interviewed could be reduced by the
time being taken to actively and patiently walk children and young people through the
decision making processes, revisiting conversations with them over time to ensure they

understand, and as they get older fill them in on further details.

Kinship care is different to other forms of formal care and this should be acknowledged.
As one young person in kinship care stated "7 dont feel like I'm in care ‘cause I live with

my Nan”. Different rules and support need to be established for kinship care and carers.

Normalcy is important to the majority of people. Children and young people are in care
because of no fault of their own. Finding ways of connecting children and young people
who share a care experience and removing stigma is critical to normalising their

experience.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Caseworker training to incorporate communication and facilitation skills and
techniques in working with children and young people and the necessity of

including children and young people in the decision-making processes.

A significant increase in funding is provided to increase placement options for
children and young people in care so they can be matched to placements that

best meet their needs.

Funding to provide intensive support for residents of residential homes to receive

physical and psychological health support.

Increased support for kinship carers and children and young people placed in

kinship care.

Resources for Family Services to improve response times, the number of

caseworkers available and their ability to respond to caseloads.

The system for providing clothing vouchers is revised to be more flexible and

include a broader range of stores.

Residential homes are audited and resources provided to upgrade beds and

furniture.
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Support

Question Seven
Thinking about being in care — who is the most important person in making

things go well or not well for you?

Four children and young people identified themselves as the most important person for
things going well or not well for them. We asked those who did identify themselves to
then identify whom else is important. Those answers are included here. Six indicated
their carer and their carer’s family. Three indicated the workers at their residential
home. Three indicated their caseworker. One indicated their kinship carer. One
indicated her foster sister specifically. Another young person indicated their friend who
also lives in the residential home with them. One indicated their birth mother and one

indicated their girlfriend.

Me. Then the first person I come in contact with that day. Probably the worker
(at the residential home). Sometimes they throw water on me to wake me up
which annoys me. They have to come in and wake us up at 7 oclock for routine,
but I think it’s unfair 'cause some of us dont have to leave until 9am so we

should be able to sleep in.

Firstly myself, second my carer 'cause at the end of the day that’s where I have
to go home. Anything can happen during the day and then I go home and she
can either be supportive, or not supportive. At the end of the day that’s where

you look for your support ‘cause that’s what a mother is meant to be.

My foster sister. She'’s older than me and she takes me to the movies and I get

to meet her friends.

Myself, because I'm the one that makes the decisions for myself about what I do

or don't do - whether I'm allowed to or not. Also my Nan — she’s my rock.
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Question Eight
It can be a great feeling to be accepted and included in things. Can you tell
me about a time in care when you felt really accepted and a part of things?

What made it good? Who was a part of making you feel good?

Nine children and young people answered this question. Of them three could not
identify a time when they felt accepted and included while in care. Those that could

gave the following answers:

A carer I lived with for one year and a half. Its the only time in foster care I've
felt I fit in and felt included. We had our arguments but weren't as bad as those
I'm having now. That placement ended 'cause they had to move interstate and I
wasn't allowed to go too. We still stay in contact by phone. If I could go back

and live with her it would be awesome.

Once when I got invited to a [agency] party and I wasn't in care with [same

agency] any more and they still invited me.

One of the foster care places I stayed at through [agency]. They were nice
people and gave me somewhere to stay and they looked after me. Even now

they want me still to go and visit.

Kind of at [residential home] after they kept accepting me back when I kept

breaching my ball.

When we got [name] as a caseworker. She got us to tell her where we wanted
to live and if we wanted to live at Nan’s permanently and so organised the

papers and got it all organised with the judge so we could stay there.
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Question Nine
Do you have a caseworker? How well do you know your worker? How often

do you see them?

All eighteen children and young people interviewed responded to this question. They

spoke about either their agency or their Family Services caseworkers or both.

> Agency caseworkers
I know her all right I guess. I dont 100% trust [Agency caseworker]. She’s
been my caseworker for a year. I have no doubts she’s a good person and nice
and everything but you know how you have to see all sides of a person before
you can trust them? I wouldn't trust her with my life. I see her every week but
[carer] is best friends with her. I think she comes to see both me and [carer]
‘cause she sees [carer] about other foster kids and stuff. I don’t normally get to

see her on my own. I do trust her enough to tell her what’s going on.

[Agency caseworker] I get along well with but I have to write a letter so I can
talk to her ‘cause I feel uncomfortable talking to her straight up. I wish we could

hang out more and get to know each other better.

I just had my agency caseworker leave. She was really cool. When I got a
credit in English she sent me a CD I really wanted! She left about a month or two

ago. I dont know who my caseworker is now.

No (don't have an agency caseworker), but I see people from [agency] three

times a week when I come here for contact with my family.

I see my [agency] caseworker two-three times a week. He comes round to wake
me up to make sure I go to school. [Agency] caseworker s good and helps me
out where ever he can; it makes it heaps easier and heaps less stress having

him.
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I haven't seen them for about a month. I think they should visit more often and
do fun stuff with me. My [agency] caseworker, she’s just new. I've had eight in
total.

Six other children and young people indicated that they know their agency caseworker

really well and the see them on a regular basis

> Family Services caseworkers
My Family Services worker, she'’s just new. I had a good one but she left 'cause
she was pregnant. Its not fair. I had fun with her. She was good. She was

really nice and took me to parties. She was just a nice person.

I never speak to [Family Services caseworker]. I haven't seen her for over two
months. I have to ring her usually. I dont have many clothes for summer and
she won't give me a voucher to buy new clothes ‘cause she reckons I have
enough already but I've only got one pair of shorts. It was stinking hot in
summer and I had to walk around in long pants. She’s been my caseworker for
six months. I dont know her well at all. I just want her to start doing stuff for
me. Ive had about six caseworkers. Ive never had a good one or one that's
done good stuff. They should take you out and take you to lunch and just talk to
you. I always have to call her at least three times before shell get back to me
and that pisses me off. I generally only see her in a case conference and that

only happens when I've done something bad.

I don't have one right now. Ive had so many different workers. They get fired
or retire. One changed 'cause I went into [detention centre] and she was a
worker for people who hadn't been in [detention centre]. I had a good one once
but she quit 'cause she thought the system was twisted. She was good 'cause
she was nice and easy to talk to. She understood what I was saying and she'd

come and visit me.
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I've called my Family Services caseworker a couple of times to see what'’s going
on but when I call I always get an answering machine or something like that.
They dont make an effort. I don't even know why they re there.

I'd only seen my previous Family Services caseworker three times (twice 'cause
I'd hurt myself and was in hospital, the third time he came and saw me here). T
think Family Services caseworkers should take their people out and do a fun

activity once in a while and get to know us better.

My Family Services worker is a bitch and she pisses me off. She just tells me
what to do.

See my youth justice worker once a week. I couldnt give a fuck about my
Family Services worker. I've had heaps of Family Services workers. They just
keep changing them and they all get my life story and it makes me angry. I've
spoken to my [agency] worker once but never seen him. Id like to meet him.

I believe I have a Family Services caseworker and it’s a he, but I dont know his

name or anything. I last saw him two months ago but I don‘t see him very much.

I don't know [Family Services caseworker] from a bar of soap. I can't stand her
and Id prefer not to know her. She’s been my caseworker for a couple of

months. She comes and sees us once a month.

Old Family Services caseworkers we had, they explained what can happen and
what cant. I really liked them and that made me close to them. We got to
know each other and when it came down to business they were there and liked
me asking questions and answered them. Doing the fun stuff with them broke
the ice heaps good and they encouraged us to ask questions and the more she
did the more confident I felt about asking stuff. What's happened (with our
family) has been bad but the outcome has been good ‘cause of those good

workers we had.
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Family Services helped to buy my musical instrument, which was really good.
Generally if I ask for something Family Services will give it to me. They have
been helpful but sometimes they just take a bit of budging. When it comes
down to it if you really need something they do come through if you push hard

enough.

Question Ten
Can you tell me about the best experience you‘ve had with a caseworker — it
could be one incident or a worker you got along with really well? What made

it good?

Thirteen children and young people responded to this question. Nine could recall a
specific incident they identified as being the best experience they’d had with a
caseworker. In all cases the common theme was fun. The feeling that the caseworker
wanted to spend time with them as a person, and not just because they had to,
emerged as a very strong theme and something very important to those that had

experienced it. Having fun with caseworkers creates a sense of belonging and validation
as a person.

Going to the zoo and getting a yearly pass.

[Agency caseworker’s] been my caseworker for about eleven months. He's taken

me to Macca’s a few times which is pretty mad.

My caseworker was teasing me and I teased her back and I copped her back a

good one and it was really funny.

She took me out to dinner! It was just good the thought that she wanted to
spend time with me.

When she brought over my Christmas presents and I got to open them early.

Doing lots of cooking. [Agency caseworker’s] been my caseworker for five years.
We do cooking together when I'm on respite in one of the houses.
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An old youth justice worker I had took me sideways round a corner in his car.

His new one hed just bought. That was a mad experience.

My last caseworker was really cool. She wanted me to think up three things that
were going really well for me and said she'd buy me three ice creams if I did. So
I thought up three and an extra one as well so it looked like I earned the ice

creams and she did it! She bought me three ice creams all in one day!

My caseworker picks me up from school and takes me for afternoon tea. They

should take kids to new places and have fun.

One young person identified that caseworkers aren’t there to have fun with:

All my caseworkers have been inconsistent. A caseworker's a caseworker. You
don't really have good times with them. They're there to work. You don't really

have fun with them.

One child or young person indicated that he hasnt had a good experience with a

caseworker and that he doesn’t consider caseworkers to be important.

Two children and young people chose to share an experience they’d had with a

caseworker that had not been a positive experience for them:

There was this one Family Services worker who read my file and the stuff I'd
done and been charged with, and she said to me she'd read my file and didn‘t
think I was such a bad person...but the point is she judged my character from
my background from reading my file, and I just started going off ‘cause she fully

Judged my character and that pisses me off.

Other caseworkers, we could sit down and talk to them. I thought ‘cause this
caseworker’s so young she'd know where were coming from but she just doesnt

listen. You can literally not talk to her, which is really hard if you want to get
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something off your chest. You can't rely on her. She called me stupid once to
my face in front of Nan. I didnt understand something I read and she said, "You

must be stupid!”

Question Eleven

What makes a good caseworker?

This was not asked as a specific question, but most of the children and young people
interviewed spoke to this point on their own accord. It was very clear through the
interview process that caseworkers were seen as very important in the lives’ of children
and young people and they had very clear views and ideas on what makes a good

caseworker. These are the ideas that were shared.

The children and young people interviewed, identified that the important traits for a
caseworker to have were to be someone:
> to relate to;
who will do what they say they will;
to have fun with;
who will communicate what is happening regarding care;
who is willing to get to know the child or young person as a person;

who will stay in regular contact; and

vV ¥V Y VYV V V

who is willing to build a trusting relationship as an important adult role model.

Caseworkers need to be willing to get to know their case kids — not just a once a
fortnight chat on the phone. It's not about becoming their best friend but being
someone they can actually trust. If I still had the same caseworker I'd had from
the beginning I'd probably ring them more and be happier to talk to them and
stuff. There arent enough caseworkers 'cause a lot of people can't last in a job
like this. They need people who care and are willing to only have a few kids that

they work with who they are willing to get to know as people. Not have six
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names they have to see on one day, see them as people — not names. I gave up
eventually. I couldn't be bothered going through all the stuff about me and all
the things I liked all over again. I just decided 1d talk to them as little as I need
to and avoid them at all costs. It’s a slack attitude to develop but you just can’t
do it any longer. I attach myself to people so easily and tell them all about me
and then they leave. Caseworkers need to not become like parents but fill the
role of an important adult role model who they can trust. I really like my
caseworker at the moment, she’s really lovely and warm and nice. However it’s
taken me so much longer to warm to her 'cause I've figured she’s just going to
go in a month anyway. But she’s actually ended up being here a bit longer,

which is really good.

People that need to be workers are people that love the job. You need someone

that wants to be a worker; otherwise theyre no good.

I hate caseworkers that get all soppy on you. I don’t mind if they give you hugs
and stuff but the ones who say, "So, how are you doing spiritually today?” freak
me out, The caseworker who did that to me put her beliefs onto me and stuff
and I don't like it. When we departed I said it was nice knowing her, just to be
polite, just like you'd say, "that's a nice top”, just a compliment. And she made a
big deal saying sorry she was leaving and stuff and she expected me to cry or
something and I'm like, looking the part, but inside I'm thinking — you're sort of
scary. That's not a good caseworker. A good one’s one you can laugh with, who
you can talk to, and they can actually do something about stuff. I like
caseworkers who dont pry, but isnt like "veah, what ever, that’s great, so
anyway I gotta be somewhere, bye” and don't take an interest. I like ones who
take you to Goodberrys or for an ice-cream. A good caseworker should reward
you when you're good and congratulate you. When I got my ear pierced my
caseworker said, "Yeah that’s pretty cool hey?", and we had a quick chat about it
and moved on. Some social workers are all full on and ask questions they dont
need to know like "ooohhh, were you scared?” And "Where did you get it done?”
And make a big deal about it when you know they don’t really care and they're

Just being condescending. Dont do that. Talk to kids like theyre equal and
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normal. I like ones who ask you, "Do you want to go to the mall?” and you say

yes and they organise it and you go. They don't like leave it for three months.

That they bring you free books and give you birthday presents and that they
sometimes see you more often. Two of my [agency] caseworkers have done

that for me.

Caseworkers should be fun and nice and take their jobs seriously and not slack
off and when people ask them whats going to happen they should say and
actually do it. 'Cause Ive had caseworkers say we're going to get family
counselling and it's never happened. I want to have it happen. I'm still waiting.

It shouldn't take them seven million years to reply to you.

I'd prefer a friendship more than someone just telling me — dont do this, dont
do that! I want them to take us out and be more like a friend. I don't like them
changing all the time. Ive had a fair few,; I don’t really count 'cause they're
always changing. I don't like them changing all the time ‘cause you don't really
get to know them and they know all this stuff about you but you don't really

know anything about them — it’s really strange.

Family Services should work out where children and young people are at and
what they're like and match caseworkers to them. Also make sure caseworkers
know what they're doing. It doesn’t matter if they are young but make sure they

know what theyre doing.

An old caseworker when we first met took me out to the movies to get to know
each other. We went to the movies a couple of times and had lunch and it
wasnt business. Don't just make everything all just down to business. It takes
time to adjust to new people and trust people. I've got to know someone before
I can trust them. I don't want to take the chance of telling them (caseworker)

something that’s confidential 'cause I don't feel I can trust them.
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Caseworkers should know more about the kids. They should talk to you and get
to know you and find out what you're about. You've got to interact with the kids
and call them or theyll think you're an idiot. And then theyll come around to
visit one day and you (young person) wont really talk to them. Ive had
thousands of them - nine or ten. The only people that should be caseworkers
are people who've been in care themselves, 'cause then they know what's going

on.
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SUMMARY

Carers are seen as having a major influence over children and young people’s lives,
whether they are a foster carer, kinship carer or residential home carer. Ten of the
sixteen children and young people indicated their carer as the most important person for

influencing whether things went well for them or not.

Acceptance and belonging is vital for social and emotional health and wellbeing. One
third of the children and young people interviewed could not identify a time in care
when they felt like they were accepted and felt as though they belonged. Those who
had experienced this generally experienced it through someone sticking with them and

not giving up on them, or making the effort to stay in contact.

Carers play an extremely important role in fulfilling this for children and young people in
care. Carer support and placement matching significantly contributes to helping children

and young people develop a sense of belonging.

Caseworkers play a very important role in children and young peoples lives. There
were a number of very positive stories shared about both agency and Family Service
caseworkers. The actions of caseworkers that go above and beyond their job
descriptions are the actions that mean the most to children and young people. There is
a need to acknowledge the actions that caseworkers take to form relationships with
children and young people on their caseloads.

By taking the time to get to know children and young people, trust is built, children and
young people are more likely to engage and interact with their caseworker, and this

allows caseworkers to do their jobs more effectively and with better outcomes.

Having a large number of caseworkers is described as a violating experience. Each
caseworker that comes through a child or young person’s life is one more person who
has access to their file and knows about their experiences, without the child or young
person knowing anything about them. High caseworker turnover damages trust,

reinforces feelings of rejection and increases attachment issues. Resources and support
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are required to slow the rapid turnover of caseworkers with effort put into looking at

how staff can be retained in these positions.

Positive experiences with individual Family Services caseworkers were shared, however
generally children and young people feel they don't have good relationships with their
Family Services caseworkers. Contributing factors include:

> high turnover rate of caseworkers;

> only seeing Family Services caseworkers for business (case related matters

determined by Family Services) or about negative experiences such as being in

trouble;
> difficult to contact and calls aren’t returned promptly; and
> not knowing who their Family Services caseworker is.
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10.

11.

12.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Funding and support is provided to research the issues causing high caseworker

turnover and strategies are implemented to improve retention.

Caseworker training is redeveloped incorporating young people sharing their

views and experiences on ‘What makes a good caseworker’.

The children and young people’s recommendations and experiences from this

report are incorporated into caseworker training

Caseworkers roles and responsibilities are reviewed to include social and
connecting time with children and young people when they first enter care or

change caseworkers

Family Services telephone call return response time is audited and systems put in
place to ensure children and young people’s calls are responded to within 48

hours.
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Entry Into Care

Question Twelve

What was your experience when you first came into care?

All eighteen children and young people responded to this question.

It happened lots. I just got used to it. Theyd just come and pick us up and take

us when Mum was going psycho.

I felt upset. Then I got used to the place and after I saw my Mum on access I
was ok after then. The police came and picked me up and took me to [refuge]
and put me in the paddy wagon. I just wanted to get out of the paddy wagon.
They should have put me in the police car instead of locking me up in the paddy

wagon . . . I was twelve.

I remember being terrified of my Mum. I remember getting into the car. The
way I came into care was one day Family Services came round to check on me
and we were sitting round the table and I don't know why but she told them that
she [was the one who hurt me]. As we were in the car about to drive away my
Mum said to me, "if I find out you've done anything to your [sibling] Il kill you.”
Then every time I got in a car with a caseworker I was scared they were taking
me back. Fear is a big part of it. The other is excitement about "oh my god I'm

free, I'm getting out of it”.

My Mum told us. She didn’t really say much. She just said you have to leave
and then people came and picked us up and drove us two hours away . . . I
hadnt met the people who picked me up before. I was so angry. I didnt care
what they were saying to me. They don't inform the kids what’s going on. They
Jjust think they're too little or something. They should have relocated us with our

Mum and helped my Mum get off the drugs.

It was fine, exciting.
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I felt really shy and scared. There was one girl here (residential home) who
would go through my clothes and take stuff and would write swear words up on

my door about me. I never used to swear and I learnt how to swear.

I remember the foster family. They were really good. They took me where 1
needed to go and took me to dance and they were really good. I lived with them
for about two months and then went back home. It was sad when I had to go
back home ‘cause I formed a good attachment. I never got to see them again, I

would have liked to. — (now in residential care)

I remember my little brothers and sisters being taken for a few nights and stuff.
My Mum used to drink too much so they put a care and protection order out on

us.

My Mum’s an alcoholic and couldnt take care of me and I was always cleaning
up and doing the dishes and stuff. Mum rang Family Services and said I can't do

this anymore can you help me. I want to go back to living with Mum.

They should have listened to what I had to say. Instead of when I tried to tell
them how I feel go, "whatever”, or "ok” and basically laugh at me or be rude
about it or not listen to me. Or theyd listen and not take any notice of me and
Jjust go “"whatever, he’s just a little kid, how does he know what he’s saying.” If
they hadve listened they mightve been able to help me out properly and I
mightve done the right thing. I tried telling them what were the problems and
they went "right ok we’ll do something about it” and they never did.

At the first foster carers I kept saying, "I just want my Mum” and they kept
saying, "vour Mum will be coming to get you’, but it just never happened.
Welfare told them Mum would be coming to get us but it never happened. Then
they moved us to a second family and I started to get a bit iffy. Then they

moved us to Nan'’s place and told us wed be staying there and that was ok.
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Family Services picked us up from school and told us we'd be staying with these
people for a bit and then Mumd come and pick us up. They treated us like shit.
They (carers) had little kids too and they wouldnt let us play with the toys in
case we stole them or broke them and they wouldn't let us near their kids in case
we hurt them. I didnt want to be treated like one of their own kids but I

would've liked to have been treated with respect.

I just wish theyd talked to me. I was sitting playing solitaire on the computer
and they were all sitting around talking in hushed whispers. I was trying really
hard to listen so I could understand. It felt like they were trying to smuggle me
somewhere. Then at my first carers place they were talking about having a
Christmas party there and I said that I couldn’t wait for it and they said, “oh, we
don’t know if you'll be here then”. It wasn't until then that I realised it was only
a temporary placement. They don’t explain any of the care system to you. I find
that I'm a very emotional person and attach myself very easily to people,
especially a motherly figure. 1Its really hard when all of a sudden they're like,
"bye!” In those first couple of months I felt like I was a little paper boat on a
huge sea getting tossed between all these other people thinking, "what's
happening? I dont understand”. When you're eleven no one listens to you
anyway and you try to talk to your caseworker and theyre like "it's ok sweetie,
it be ok in the end” and you're just like, "veah, stop talking to me like that! Id
understand most of the things happening if you'd just tell me things!”

Six children and young people answered that they “did not remember” coming into care.

Three of these children and young people were older than nine years of age at the time

of entering care.

Question Thirteen

Do you remember what you brought with you?

Thirteen children and young people answered this question. All children and young

people who answered this question got to bring at least some clothes with them when
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they came into care. Eight children and young people were able to bring other items in
addition to clothes. Two identified they got to get more later. Six identified there were
some things they would have liked to bring with them that they weren't able to. Two

identified they got to bring everything they wanted.

A suitcase full of clothes and a toothbrush. I would have liked to have brought
my Sony and TV and shit but no one asked me what I wanted. About six months

later I got to go back and get my other stuft.

Wed get to bring a small bag of clothes. I would have liked to have been able to

take everything in my bedroom. I missed all my books.

All my stuff. Gameboy, clothes, toys.

I was still in my pj's and I got to fill an old plastic baby bath with clothes and my
favourite teddy and a book. There’s nothing I didn't get to bring that I wouldve

liked to.

Clothes and my teddy bear. I didnt get to bring my photo albums which I

wouldve liked.

My teddy bear, my bottle and my dummy. I still sleep with them. I would have
liked to have brung my little brother with me but I couldn.

I've got my little soccer shoes and some little snow boots from the snow and

some crayons and stuft.

I got to bring my polar bear that my Dad gave me for my third birthday. I've still
got it.

Clothes. I didn't get to bring my hot wheels stuff and now its in the bin ‘cause

Mum couldn’t keep it.
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Nothing. Just some clothes.

A garbage bag of clothes. Mum had hocked everything else.
I got to bring my pet mouse which was pretty cool. A lot of my stuff got sent
later though.

Photo album & teddy bear. I wanted to bring my cat but I wasnt allowed to. I
asked but they said no ‘cause the carer I was going to already had 2 cats.
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SUMMARY

Entry into care and being removed from one’s family home, regardless of the conditions
there, is a traumatic experience. In addition, many of these children and young people
have had traumatic experiences within their families and have learnt to be independent
at an early age. Every child and young person has the right to be told what is
happening and why, at a level relevant to their age and development. To be put into a
placement without being told it is only a temporary placement is inappropriate. It
creates further uncertainty and instability, especially when the child or young person
finds out indirectly, as was the experience of some of the children and young people

consulted with.

Caseworkers have a very important role to play in easing the transition into care and
ensuring children and young people are emotionally supported, reassured and informed.
Caseworkers conversing with children and young people and taking time to get to know
each other and have enjoyable times as well as business moments is integral to this

process.

Greater resources and support are needed for early intervention and prevention with
families. Where intensive family support can be provided as early intervention and
prevention, to help with parenting skills, budgeting, cooking, keeping a household,
anger management and drug/alcohol rehabilitation where relevant — the community
saves significantly from future costs of care and protection, healthcare, poverty, crime,
which in some cases crosses multiple generations. CREATE knows from speaking to
many children and young people, including those during this consultation process, that
birth family are the most important people in their lives (see Family & Social
Relationships: page 55) and where ever possible, many would prefer to stay at home if

their families were provided with the support they need.

From this section arose an issue with kinship care. It was noted that kinship carers are
not assessed in the same comprehensive way foster carers are, and children and young
people in kinship care are not necessarily contacted and visited as often as children and

young people in foster care. Kinship care and foster care do need to be treated
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differently, however detailed consideration needs to be given to ensuring the issues with
kinship care, including assessment, training and carer support, are examined and dealt
with. Family privacy needs to be respected, but where children and young people are
on formal care and protection orders, Family Services needs to be ensuring they are
meeting their statutory responsibilities. Due to the nature of this project, the scope is
not available to compare kinship care and foster care and what needs to be done to
support kinship carers. However, these issues need to be addressed within the ACT

jurisdiction.

It was very positive to see that all children and young people got to bring some items of
belongings with them when they were taken into care. Nearly two thirds got to bring

more with them than just clothes.

The development of an entry into care kit would greatly benefit the entry into care
process in the ACT. It could include information on care in a child or young person
friendly format, emergency contact numbers, personal effects, a toy, and

writing/drawing equipment for self-expression.
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13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The necessity of informing children and young people of the nature and duration

of their placement is incorporated into caseworker training.

Communication between courts, caseworkers, carers and children and young

people is improved so all parties are fully informed.

Resources and support are provided for intensive early intervention to assist

families to develop skills and overcome issues that lead to family break down.

A project is undertaken looking at kinship care and what is required to support it
as a safe and stable long-term placement option. Consideration should also be

given in the project to facilitating restoration from kinship placements.

A consultation is undertaken with children and young people to develop an entry
into care kit to give to all children when they are placed on care and protection

orders.
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Information about Care

Question Fourteen

Do you know why you came into care?

Thirteen children and young people answered this question. Two children and young
people responded to this question by stating that they wished their parents had given

them up for adoption.

Three children and young people identified that they believed their behaviour was the
cause of their entry into care. The majority identified inability or unwillingness of their
parent, in most cases their Mother, to care for them leading to Family Services

intervention.

> Own behaviour
'Cause I mucked up and the police picked me up and asked me if I wanted to go
home or go somewhere else, and I said somewhere else, so they took me to

[refuge].

'Cause I was getting into trouble.

> Family Services intervention
Before I came into care Family Services workers would come around all the time
and Mum would shut the curtains and hide and I used to think it was funny. But
now I look back on it and think, "Oh my god, how could you think that was

funny!”

Neighbours told Family Services about us.

Mum met a guy, turned into a junkie, chose drugs over her own kids and then

took off. I don’t know how Family Services found out about us. I haven't really
been told that much.
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A million bucks each, more dogs, and more dogs. With their money put them in
their own houses with their own people (their birth family) ‘cause their birth
families probably dont have much money and they should have more money so

then kids could live with their parents.

For all kids to get along. Be happy. That’s all.

Demolish every refuge in Canberra and start from scratch. Get heaps better

funding so we can go out and do stuff and get decent facilities.

Make everything perfect for them. Let kids see their Mum and make their family

go good. Help them have enough money to support themselves.

That I was allowed to be adopted, that all kids should have the same chances
that I've had, be good to other foster kids.

More access for my birth family, more access with the caseworkers and more

presents from the caseworkers — more fun stuff.

70 be able to go home, to be able to see my Dad, and last for me to be a better
Kid.
More money donated, more foster parents so kids dont have to live in residential

houses and wake up to people swearing, & better service.

Agency] never existed, Family Services never existed, and every kid could go
back to their parents.

Better workers, more funding, better communication skills.

Being treated as a person equal with others. Have the feeling that you're
wanted and people want to have you around. Have the right to say what you
feel - don’t hold back because you're young. Also, we should have the right to be
told stuff.
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44,

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Processes for assessing and supporting kinship care placements are

strengthened.

Diversity of placement options and resources and support are provided to ensure
adequate placement options are available for all children and young people in
care in a range of different environments to suit each individual child or young

person.
Caseworkers and carers are trained and support to be honest with children and
young people and inform them of care processes and involve them in decision

making.

Policy reflects processes for early intervention to help children, young people and

their families to stay at home and be support there.

Greater funding for the out of home care sector to improve service provision

Greater support, training and recruitment of foster carers
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Is there anything else you would like to tell me about?

Some of the most powerful information came from children and young people in this
section because it was what is most important to them, what they most wanted to talk
about. All information relevant to the report that was shared by the children and young
people throughout the interviews, that wasn't in relation to a particular question, has

been included here.

> Other children in foster care placements
Weve got a new foster kid with us now. It's been a hard learning curve for me —
good but hard and has made me grow up in a lot of ways ‘cause I've been an
only child all my life. I'm not used to living with kids and I've always been the

baby. It's made me grow up and take responsibility for stuft.

We've had a new foster brother living with us for the last six months or so. I get
a bit bitchy sometimes about him being there. Sometimes it feels like he’s
getting more things than me or getting more spoilt than me. And sometimes he
gets away with things that I couldnt. Sometimes Mum says to me that I did

those things at his age but I'm sure I didn't or I was younger.

With one placement I lived in my Foster Mum had two children of her own who
were two and four years older than me. The oldest was awesome and did stuff
with me. I always picked fights with the one two years older than me though
and I think that's why the placement broke down. I was always used to being
the oldest and only child and he was used to being the youngest and not the
only child. I thought it worked and obviously it didnt. I still keep in touch with
them and that’s really nice. I found it hard and I think it’s hard to find the right
placement. It's hard for the natural kids (foster parents birth children) too and
makes them wonder where they fit. It’s good to match what kids have already
had as siblings with what'’s in the foster home. I know there’s not many foster
carers out there, but matching family history is really important, especially if the
kids are a bit older who are used to certain situations — once they've started

developing their personality and their dominance, that’s when they need to be
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matched more and more.

Foster carer and birth parent relationships

As much as possible the carer and the parents should be united. It gives the
foster child a greater sense of family. I've seen my foster brother just bloom in
the past six months he’s been with us. His Mum comes and visits and comes for
lunch and has very much become part of our family too. He came as a kid
needlessly doped up on ADHD medication, skinny as, one of the smallest kids in
his class. Now he’s off the medication and is just a normal kid. His Mum is
learning parenting strategies now and learning how to put her foot down with
him. If he ever goes back to live with her he’s going to be so much better off
‘cause both the parenting strategies are going to be the same with our carers
and his Mum. Hell know wherever he goes it will be the same principles. If you
can get the parents and the carers to come on this united front its so much
better. Ididn’t have it with my Mum and knew when I was around her on visits I
could get away with everything I couldnt at home with my carers. We met (the
foster brothers) Mum before he knew he was going to come and live with us.
That was really good ‘cause my carer and his Mum have been striving for the
same thing from square one. It's been a really important thing in foster brothers
progress. He’s still got problems but he'’s changed so much from a kid that was
angry and hitting out at everyone but now he’s starting to learn to control his

own behaviour.

The importance of committed carers, and support being provided to
carers

Carers need to not give up. 1 felt that was really hard. When placements break
down you just become angrier. I understand that if the families being destroyed
something needs to be done, but so many times my carers have wanted to give
up on me but they haven't — and that's what’s made me who I am. It’s still not
easy and I still have my moments. But carers need to be in there for the long
haul. They can't just give up on kids ‘cause it gets hard. Having support around
Is really good. When I got hard and my carer needed a break she'd send me to
my best friends house for the weekend which would mean that my carer could

have a break and I was somewhere I felt safe. Being not afraid to say — I need
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a break, but not making it, like, I've been in respite care and felt really awful and
felt like I'd done something really wrong and was afraid I was going to be
pushed away again. Be willing to hold on to that kid with both hands and really
want to help them sort it out. They have so many things they have bottled up
and the thing they need most is somewhere to feel safe. As soon as they get
attached to you and start feeling safe with you and you send them away again
it’s just going to be harder for the next carers. I've worked out fairly recently if
I'm angry at my carers I'm not actually angry at them — I'm just angry. And
‘cause I feel safe with them I'm taking it out on them, but it's not them I'm angry
with. I know it’s hard to take the garbage, but it's more important to try and
find out what's underneath it. Give the kid some time to come and say, "LOOKk,
this is what I'm really angry at”. I know it’s hard. I'm seeing it with my new
foster brother; he does exactly what I used to do when I was his age. Its so
hard to try and ignore the crap he puts you through but you just need to hold
on. Once you get through the rocky patch you become closer. It's worth it in
the end. Usually it comes back to me and my Mum. Sometimes I see
something that reminds me of her and I'll swing between hating her or loving her
and itll set me off and I'll be all moody and because I love my carers and feel
safe with them Il end up taking it out on them. I know it’s so hard for carers
not take it on and know they're not angry at me. Maybe they could have more
meetings with other carers and talk to them and brainstorm within themselves
and share how they solve things. Together they can conquer, it's so hard for
foster carers and a job not for the faint hearted. I really admire them. I think we

should write a book by kids in care as a guide for foster carers.

Carer assessment

I think they should look for better foster carers. Some of them are good, but
some of them are a bit weird. One carer I had couldn't talk properly; I dont
think she spoke English very well. Another one I had quit the job. Carers should
take kids to places they haven't been to before. One carer only took us to the

park and watched videos with us.

Foster care families just never work out. They're always mean. They always
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treat you badly. One foster carer used to scream in my face all the time over

stupid things just like my Mum used to do.

Family Services

I've had some good Family Services workers but not good experiences with the
Family Services organisation. The bosses arent good. Once when they were
trying to get me a house to live in when I was coming out of [detention centre]
the boss was the one fucking it around. She was saying yes then no then yes
then no. And the Family Services workers would say yes to me when they see
me and then would tell me another one. Then I got shitty at them but it was
‘cause their boss kept changing their mind. Then the other big director boss
they had to take it to them and they could write it up good or bad and it’s left
totally to their discretion to make to choice about me and that makes me mad.
Family Services want me to do one thing but ‘cause they wouldn't help me I'd do

the opposite.

Adoption

My Mum annoys me ‘cause she doesn't want to let go but she doesnt want to
hold on and she won't let me be adopted. Mum isnt a very clean person and
she makes me paranoid with her paranoid stuff. When I was five I went to visit
my grandparents from my foster parents and they just kept on keeping me and
my foster parents were like — when is she coming home, we dont know? And
my grandparents place is gross and not a nice place. And then Family Services
eventually came and got me and I stayed at my Mum’s place for a night which I
wasn't supposed to. I want to be adopted. But my Mum will cry and make a
huge scene if you say that to here. She makes a scene and makes people feel
sorry for her. When I explain it to kids at school I say foster care’s like being
adopted ‘cept I'm not allowed to be. Kids dont understand, they say I should
Jjust say stuff to my parents. It's not like that, If I was adopted it would be so
much easier ‘cause then I could just say that these (my carers) are my parents

and that would be it. I want my foster parents to be able to adopt me.
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My foster parents have now got enduring parental responsibility. It's like
adoption but it’s not. Its really good though and we've been fighting for it for a
long time. My parents no longer get payments for me though which is one
drawback. However I really needed it for my own sense of security. My Mother
died a few years ago leaving me feeling like no one wants me and I don't belong
to anyone. I dont know who my natural father is. This situation has provided

me with that stability I've been craving.

Kinship care is not always the best option

When I first came into care and left my parents place I went to live with my
aunty and they're all pot smokers and shit. I fucked up there and then I stayed
with my other aunty and fucked up there. Then I stayed with my uncle and (he
got me to do crime for him) but then we got raided by the police and they found
all the stuff. Then I went to [detention centre]. I never saw any Family Services

people when I was at my Aunts and Uncles.
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SUMMARY

Children and young people have very clear ideas about what issues are affecting them
and how they would like to be treated in relation to care. Many children and young
people also want to opportunity to be able to talk about and share their views and

experiences.

For placement stability and success, matching children and young people’s previous

experience of siblings to the situation in the care placement is very important.

Carers play an extremely valuable role in supporting children and young people in many
aspects of their lives including birth family contact. Support and resources for carers,
where appropriate, to be actively involved in helping build birth family relationships and
positive role modelling especially where there is possibility of restoration, is vital. As is
acknowledgement of this very important role some carers play in also supporting other
members of the birth family.

Placement breakdowns cause psychological distress to children and young people.
Placement matching and adequate front end support for carers to ensure placement
stability and success are vital aspects in ensuring children and young people can achieve

stability and normalcy within the out of home care system.

The reasons for children and young people’s behaviour toward carers can be wide and
varied. There is great potential in one young person’s suggestion of writing a book by

kids in care as a guide for foster carers.

Carer assessment processes need to be strict and a high level of integrity maintained.
Recent efforts on publicity campaigns to attract more foster carers and efforts to revamp
carer assessment and training are welcome and necessary initiatives being undertaken
in the ACT.

Family Services internal processes need reassessment to ensure their staff are being

empowered to be able to undertake the roles of their positions adequately and in
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appropriate time limits. Court processes need to be reviewed. Placing a child or young
person on a series of short-term orders prevents them from gaining stability and a sense
of belonging. When restoration is not able to happen and be intensely supported, long-

term orders need to be made.

Kinship care is a very valuable placement option for many children and young people in
care. However it is not always the best option or in the best interests of the child.
Kinship care placements still need to be assessed and the placement supported.

Individual cases need to be assessed on an individual level.
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50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Matching children and young people with familiar sibling circumstances is

considered as an important part of placement suitability.

Resources, training and support to carers are increased to improve placement
stability.

Funding is provided for a project for children and young people in care to write a

guide for foster carers.

The review of Family Services internal processes include ensuring their staff are
empowered in the roles of their positions and can respond to children and young
peoples requests and have information on action ensuing within a 48 hour time

period.

Court processes are reviewed including children and young people’s opportunity

to share their views and wishes to inform proceedings.

Court processes are reviewed to see long-term placements and orders as the

preference over a series of short-term orders.
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CONCLUSIONS

There are many positive experiences that some children and young people have had

with the out of home care sector in the ACT. Factors within the system that have

contributed to this include:

v

YV V V V

supportive and dedicated individual foster carers, residential home workers and
caseworkers from non-government agencies and Family Services;

opportunities to have fun and build relationships with these people;

support with birth family contact under the terms and circumstances desired by
the children and young people themselves;

opportunities and support to be involved in decision making;

educational support;

support for permanency planning;

access to opportunities that otherwise these children and young people would
not have had; and

intensive and individual support from non-government agencies.

In addition to the children and young people who have had positive experiences of care,

there are a group who have not fared well from entering the care and protection system

and have experienced further systemic abuse. Factors within the system that have

contributed to this include:

>

cumbersome systemic procedures preventing timely and adequate responses,
that disempower workers in fulfilling their roles and responsibilities;

court processes that do not adequately consult with children and young people
or support long term orders and permanency planning;

lack of resources and support for carers and caseworkers to ensure they can stay
in their positions doing their invaluable work;

deficiencies in carer and caseworker training in areas such as facilitating the
participation of children and young people in decision making, and relationship

building;
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> inadequate early intervention strategies to support families to stay together and
prevent entry into care;

> inadequate entry into care support and informing of children and young people;
and

> inadequate support and preparation for young people preparing to leave care,

and post-care support.

Hearing the voices of children and young people in care is invaluable feedback on how
the care and protection system is faring, and to discover the true results of policy and

practice implementation.

Children and young people are the voices of experience. They are the experts and
consumers of the system, and a rich resource of innovative and informed ideas for how

best to improve out of home care.

Thank you to all stakeholders in ACT out of home care for your recognition of the value

of hearing the voices of experience, and their willingness to listen and act.

Thank you to all the children and young people who participated in this project, for

sharing their experiences and their vision for the future.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Support of Children and Young People

1.

A charter of rights for children and young people in care is developed in
consultation with children and young people that outlines their rights and
responsibilities.

Information resources on the care and protection system and the courts are
developed in consultation with children and young people. A series of resources

are developed at various age appropriate and developmental stages.

The current policy to provide Individual Learning Plans (ILPs), which are
responsive to individual needs and circumstances, be fully implemented in a

consistent and participatory manner.

Caseworkers need to ensure that children and young people are able to

participate in extracurricular activities with the support of their carers.

Financial support needs to be made available to enable children and young

people to participate in extracurricular activities.

Caseworkers and carers are trained and support to be honest with children and
young people and inform them of care processes and involve them in decision

making.

Entry Into Care

7.

A consultation is undertaken with children and young people to develop an entry
into care kit to give to all children when they are placed on care and protection

orders.

At the time of entering care plans for restoration as well as permanent placement

are made simultaneously.
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Care Placements

0.

10.

11.

12.

A significant increase in funding is provided to increase placement options for
children and young people in care so they can be matched to placements that

best meet their needs.

Diversity of placement options and resources and support are provided to ensure
adequate placement options are available for all children and young people in
care in a range of different environments to suit each individual child or young

person.

The location of independent living accommodation is assessed for safety and

appropriateness for housing young people.

Matching children and young people with familiar sibling circumstances is

considered as an important part of placement suitability.

Residential Homes

13.

14,

Funding to provide intensive support for residents of residential homes to receive

physical and psychological health support.

Residential homes are audited and resources provided to upgrade beds and

furniture.

Leaving Care

15.

16.

The Department of Family Services commits to a leaving care project that would
develop tools and resources that support caseworkers to help young people plan

for transition from care.

Transition from care training is developed for young people that incorporates
independent living skills, what their rights are, how to secure accommodation,
how to budget, how to cook, how to look for work and become work ready and

how to access higher education.
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18.

Funding and support structures be developed for young people who have left
care until their twenty fifth birthday to ensure both time and support are
provided for them to develop their own skills and resources until they are ready

to live fully independently on their own accord.

Family Contact and Information

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24,

25.

Increased resources to be allocated to support family contact.

Where family contact is not happening, or is not happening as often as the child
or young person wants, and the reason is because their birth family does not
want to attend, support is given to the child or young person to understand this

reason.
Family Service caseworkers need to support children and young people to have
contact with family members, when the child or young person wishes for contact

to happen.

Services need to be provided to children and young people in regards to tracking

family members if they have lost contact, should they wish to pursue this.

Family Services caseworkers should work with birth families to ensure children
and young people have recorded as much information as possible about their
birth history.

Information about families should be provided to children and young people.

Life story work to be given increased emphasis.

Family Support

26.

Policy reflects processes for early intervention to help children, young people and

their families to stay at home and be supported there.
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27. Resources and support are provided for intensive early intervention to assist
families to develop skills and overcome issues that lead to family break down.

Kinship Care

28. Increased support for kinship carers and children and young people placed in
kinship care.

29. Processes for assessing and supporting kinship care placements are
strengthened.

30. A project is undertaken looking at kinship care and what is required to support it
as a safe and stable long-term placement option. Consideration should also be
given in the project to facilitating restoration from kinship placements.

Foster Carer Support

31. Greater support, training and recruitment of foster carers

32.  Where restoration is in the best interests of the child or young person, carers are
resourced and supported in the important role they can play in ensuring success
of restoration and easing the transition for all parties concerned, especially the
children and young people

33. Resources, training and support to carers are increased to improve placement
stability.

34. Funding is provided for a project for children and young people in care to write a

guide for foster carers.

Caseworker Support and Training

35.

Funding and support is provided to research the issues causing high caseworker

turnover and strategies are implemented to improve retention.
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36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

Caseworkers roles and responsibilities are reviewed to include social and
connecting time with children and young people when they first enter care or

change caseworkers.

Individual caseworker practices are reviewed to ensure they are involving
children and young people in decision making in an appropriate and effective

manner.

Caseworker training to incorporate communication and facilitation skills and
techniques in working with children and young people and the necessity of

including children and young people in the decision-making processes.

Carers and caseworkers are given support and training in taking children and
young people through information about their lives on a regular basis throughout

their time in care.

Caseworker training is redeveloped incorporating young people sharing their

views and experiences on ‘What makes a good caseworker’.

The children and young people’s recommendations and experiences from this

report are incorporated into caseworker training

The necessity of informing children and young people of the nature and duration

of their placement is incorporated into caseworker training.

Building relationships training be incorporated into core training for caseworkers

and carers.

Court Processes

44,

When restoration with family is not realistic, long-term orders are granted.
Children and young people should not enter care on multiple short-term orders

unless significant improvement is being witnessed in the home.
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45. Court processes are reviewed including children and young people’s opportunity

to share their views and wishes to inform proceedings.

46. Communication between courts, caseworkers, carers and children and young
people is improved so all parties are fully informed.
47. Court processes are reviewed to see long-term placements and orders as the

preference over a series of short-term orders.

Family Services Processes
48. Resources for Family Services to improve response times, the number of

caseworkers available and their ability to respond to caseloads

49.  The review of Family Services internal processes include ensuring their staff are
empowered in the roles of their positions and can respond to children and young
peoples requests and have information on action ensuing within a 48 hour time

period.

50. Family Services telephone call return response time is audited and systems put in
place to ensure children and young people’s calls are responded to within 48

hours.

51.  The system for providing clothing vouchers is revised to be more flexible and

include a broader range of stores.

Other Recommendations
52. Enduring parental responsibility is explored as a viable next step to long-term

stable foster care placements. Monitoring and support issues to be addressed.

53.  The term “ward of the state” is made redundant and replaced with another term

developed in consultation with children and young people.

54. A position is established who children and young people can access in a manner

and situation desirable for them, in a confidential environment, where they can
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55.

talk about how they are going, their care situations and access information.
Ideally more than one person should be employed in this position so children and
young people have a choice who they see.

Greater funding for the out of home care sector to improve service provision
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