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Overview

» Fostering Lifelong Connections study

» Woatch previous Lunch and Learn sessions:
» Fostering Cultural Connections for Aboriginal children (October 2021)

» Collaborative action research on Family Time practices (November 2020)
Research about trauma-informed family time practice
Co-design and disseminate practice-ready resources

Action research to improve practice
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Co-regulation practice cycle

The University of Sydney



Fostering Lifelong Connections study: Aims and research questions

Develop, test, embed, and disseminate
relationship-building practices to
encourage sustainable, positive relationships
between children’s carers and families
(across long-term foster care, Kinship care,
guardianship or open adoption)

How can caseworkers support children’s birth
and carer families to develop and sustain
positive relationships?

What makes Family Time work well for
children and their birth and carer families?

Created by Aunty Lorraine Brown and Aunty Narelle
Thomas from Coomaditchie Aboriginal Corporation with
FLC action researchers, October 2020
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Collaboration with experts by experience and profession

Research Team

Chief investigators: Professor Amy
Conley Wright, Professor Judith
Cashmore AO, A/Professor Lynette
Riley, Dr Susan Collings

Research Centre for Children &
Families: Sarah Ciftci, Dr Betty Luu,
Megan Mitchell, Suzanne Pope

Partner investigators: Professor
Elsbeth Neil (University of East
Anglia) & Professor Peter Pecora
(University of Washington & Casey
Family Programs), Matthew Jones
(NSW DCJ) and Robert Urghart
(Barnardos Australia)

Partner Organisations

*  NSW Department of Communities

and Justice
* Barnardos Australia,
»  CareSouth,
*  Catholic Care Hunter-Manning,
* Catholic Care Wollongong,
+ Key Assets,
*  Uniting, Wesley Dalmar

22 Caseworkers and 11 Casework
Managers from partner organisations
are the study’s action researchers.

4 study sites: Dubbo,
Newcastle/Maitland, Sydney,
Wollongong

The University of Sydney

Expert Reference Group

Experts-by-Experience
Young people, parents, carers

Bobby Hendry, Miimi Morris,
Malcolm Sky, Jacqui Kaelle, Billy
Black and Tegan Whittaker,
Chantelle Rozzi

Experts-by-Profession

Mariaelena Albu, Professor Judy
Atkinson, Sue Buratti, Sue Foley,
Steve Kinmond, Associate Professor
Loyola McLean, Rowena Medland,
Bernadette Wood, Ananda Hall




Fostering Lifelong Connection- 3 action cycles
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Practice trials

Practice descriptions

Debriefing - Meet or talk to child, parent and/or carer before and/or after visit Cycle 1, Wollongong &
about what worked well and what to improve. Sydney
Facilitate Family Time at a distance - Assist children and families to Cycle 1, Maitland & Dubbo

use technology-based communication (e.g., video or calls/group chats) or no-tech
exchanges of letters, artwork, photos

Carer coaching - Maintain regular contact with carers before/after visits to offer Cycle 2, Wollongong
feedback on their efforts and encourage reflection to improve future interactions
with the child’s parents or other relatives.

Co-regulation - Assist birth relatives and carers to reflect on and understand Cycle 2, Sydney &
their own emotions so they can respond sensitively to children’s reactions and Maitland
manage behaviour that arises before/after visits.

Cultural connections — Document practices that support children connecting to Cycle 2, Dubbo
their culture through their relationships and time spent with family.

Hearing children’s voices - Work with carers to collect children’s immediate Cycle 3, Sydney &
feedback after visits and discuss with carers and birth relatives Wollongong
Supporting sibling connections- Ask children about their siblings and whom Cycle 3, Dubbo & Maitland

they would like to see, implement creative ways to keep children connected



Three underlying and overlapping principles
1. Trauma awareness (G
2. Cultural safety and respect
3. Reflective practice

The University of Sydney



1. Research to understand trauma-informed practice with family time

Article published in The British Journal of Social Work

Trauma-informed Family Contact Practice for Children in Out-of-home Care
Susan Collings, Amy Conley Wright, Loyola McLean, Sue Buratti

bcab147, https: //doi.org/10.1093 /bisw/bcab147

Published: 01 August 2021

The University of Sydney


https://doi.org/10.1093/bjsw/bcab147
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Evidence on tfrauma-informed practice

Refers to practices to rebuild safety, resilience and positive change in individuals
Reorient workplace culture towards healing, recovery and client empowerment

Staff training equip workers to recognise and respond to trauma symptoms and
increase awareness of secondary (or vicarious) trauma

Secondary trauma can result in compassion fatigue, worker burnout, high staff
turnover - all make it harder to forge warm relationships with children & families

Staff training can reduce the incidence of secondary traumatic stress by ensuring self-
care strategies and group processes such as supervision are in place

Australia lacks consistent practices for responding to trauma and focuses on specialist
clinical interventions to address children’s trauma symptoms

The University of Sydney



Trauma and family time practices

Child welfare a trauma ‘saturated’ sector- all children in out of home care
have experienced trauma and many parents and carers, too

Trauma can lead to behaviours that undermine healing relationships and
placement stability

Family Time can be a site of trauma reactivation

Emphasis on benefits of direct contact and concern with physical safety
rather than psychological and emotional wellbeing

Agency processes and negative attitudes by caseworkers and carers can
undermine birth parents healing and reconnecting with their children

Caseworkers and agencies need trauma knowledge and skills to support
relational safety for children in out-of-home care

Sector lacks clear and consistent practice guidance for how to support
children’s relational safety before, during and after Family time

The University of Sydney



Research overview

Mixed method study between March and August 2020
Baseline data on caseworker confidence, knowledge, skills, and practices in NSW
Learn what out-of-home care organisations are doing to build trauma-informed practice

VV VY

Surface gaps and priorities for practice change

A\

Convenience sampling of caseworkers and senior leaders in DCJ and NGO sector
» Caseworkers completed an anonymous survey (n = 118)
» Senior leaders took part in semi-structured interview (n = 15) on Zoom

» Descriptive statistics and thematic analysis were completed.

The University of Sydney



Figure 1 Caseworker beliefs about contact and trauma effects.

Contact occurs when it is in the best interests of the child 32% | 52%

Direct contact is the best type of contact & 49% 24%

Birth parents deserve to spend time with their children 34% | 50%

Birth parents should be given help to rebuild a connection with their child 79%

When carers and birth relatives get along, children enjoy visits 34% | 62%

3‘4
| understand trauma and how it affects children’s behaviour | 1% l 52%
6%

| understand how historical trauma affects individuals/groups 42% | 49%

Contact can retraumatise a child if it is done badly 4%| 28% | 67%

| am unsure if contact is a good thing for children 469 41%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%
Percentage

mStrongly Disagree  BSomewhat disagree OUndecided OSomewhat agree O Strongly agree

The University of Sydney
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Figure 2 Caseworker perspectives on adequacy of training.

Adequate training about the purpose of contact visits Z 6%| 40% | 24% |
6%| 36% | 16% |
8% | 34% [ 13% |
40% | 26% |
21% | 23% [ 11% |

Developing and implementing a contact plan

Supervising contact visits

Adequate training on trauma-informed practice REEZR VN 9% I

Engaging birth relatives and children at contact

Facilitating dialogue between birth relatives and carers 17% | 23% ]6%|
Resolving disputes between birth relatives and carers 18% | 18% ]7%|
Applying trauma-informed practice to contact | 29% I 10% |
Coaching or motivational interviewing techniques 16% |  24% [ 11% |

How to deal with problems around contact [ 29% [ 8% |

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
Percentage

m Strongly Disagree = B Somewhat disagree = OUndecided OSomewhat agree 0OStrongly agree

C‘g OXFORD
The University of Sydney



Figure 3 Caseworker confidence in applying trauma informed approach

to contact.

Engaging with birth relatives in dialogue about contact 53%

44%

Demonstrating empathy for birth relatives and carers 29%

68%

Building trust and respect between birth relatives and carers ¥ 8% I 39% |

48%

Modelling healthy boundaries for birth relatives and carers 6% 42%

49%

Upholding trauma-informed practices with contact y 14% | 45%

-

Explaining trauma, attachment, and child behaviour to adults e¥Z/38% 63%

27%

Keeping children safe at contact gy 3% 34%

56%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Percentage

mStrongly Disagree B Somewhat disagree OUndecided OSomewhat agree

The University of Sydney
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Overall findings

» Caseworkers confident in their knowledge of trauma and ability to protect

>

child safety at contact but not to explain trauma impacts to carers or
manage conflict between carers and birth relatives.

Confusion about how to deliver trauma-informed practice hampered
knowledge-to-practice translation.

Staff training and supervision used to build workforce skills but not evaluated
and no strategies to reduce vicarious trauma identified.

Strategies to promote psychological safety and improve cultural safety for
Aboriginal children and families were in their infancy.

A community of practice will aid efforts to share promising strategies for
improving relational safety at family time

Adults and children should lead process for improving family time practice

The University of Sydney



2. Co-design and disseminate practice resources

COLLABORATIVE
Small, achievable solutions to agreed problem-
Family Time - using co-design with experts from
research, practice and personal experience

The University of Sydney



Co-design tip sheets

An example of the collective voice of the experts

Importance of peer connection and reflective practice to better understand the
day-to-day challenges

Sector wide lens on the key themes that were recognised and responded to by
the production of the tip sheets so that the information could be shared
with Professionals, Carers and Parents

Cross sector capacity building and dissemination of information via NGO, DCJ
and Aboriginal Partners

The University of Sydney



Words Matter: Trauma sensitive Ianguage with children

d throu

n m

Preferable
language

/ Distressed
« Afrai

¥ Frustrated
o T

 Seeking safety
+ Resourceful

Trauma
gh beha:

Stress responses

freeze’ and ‘fawn’

What might be happening

Negative language

blames child
ernalised by ch

What might be happening

thy

in the mement

« Urge to push bad feelings oway
* Testing strength of connection
+ Saeking belonging with peers
+ Sense of shame

+ Sense of danger

* Moy be using early survival
patterns that previously kept
them sofe
+ Imitating early adult
role models
+ Difficulty arfievlating
feelings

+ Atempling to keep
adults distanced

« Seeking pawer when they
feel endangered

* Feeling unworthy of love
and attachment

+ Feeling stuck in rigidity
or chags

Negatively
charged
B\ language
Disrespectful
and rude

DI PRERRI - Attempiing 1o establish

ignorant

in the mement

+ Fearing separation from caregiver
+ Fearing change or fransifions

predictability

+ Trying 1o predict adult
behaviours

+ Feeling unworthy
of cennection
* Aveiding a feeling
of shame
+ Feeling anxisty
in the situation
+ Aftempting to regain
mastery over a sifuation

poor sociel o learning skills

* Attempting to compensate for

Preferable
language

/ Afraid
/ Anxious
Shutdown
 Seeking control

o Tasting

elationship

 Distressed
+ Ashamed

7 Lacl
confidence

 Afraid

+ Anxious

 Unhappy

/ Seeking
belonging

+ Fesling unworthy
ar unvalued
= Trying to reduce distress
+ May be self-regulating

+ Divided loyalty and fear of

betrayal

« Attempting to create a distraction
or ta protect themselves

in the form of self-harm
o ritk to ethers

* Seeking power, opproval
or affimation of strength

Co-design with Experts
and informed by
action cycles

TaKing the journey toward a trauma-informed
approach to Family Time

Casework

gos for
moving toward
trauma-informed

Help children regain @ sense of control by allowing tham to maks
cheicas about Foraly Tima such o whan and bow i whis drivas
ham and what music plays in the car, whathar thay talk and what abour.

practices
Sioble ::I:::En’i:mm that promote
=

Sﬂj'etﬂ fo]'

The University of Sydney

Farity Tone otars i
¥ Tima didran ;
practice and famiiias Fﬁmi]'ﬂ Time

m Faster collaboration with adults from
ot famsisos by bringing the focus back
40 their sharad
o/
>

an what went wall and plon for naxt fime.

doveloprantcl .

axpactations for their chronological ags). Give odults the 1ools 1o co_regulate with

‘arars and rolath

a calm s1ata and help childron regain a safa

connaction 1o thair body using play and
activitias during Family Tima.

Child wellbeing is the core aim sindies ]

of Family Time. Koop in mind that

tha purposa is fo giv childran

a chanca fo thriva in ralafionshi

Lead difficult conversations with children’s families

#o adjust Family Time plons to batter suit the childs noads.

Modsl calm, raspectful communication that ancourages
options.

Make fime for reflection after cach visit. Ask yourself if you
can do mora to build on tha dhild and family sirengths and what
moeds o happan fo improve fulers Family Time axparionces.



Nourishing the first spark of connection

Remember that there is enough love to go around

Children thrive when they are surrounded by people who love them. When parents know what is happening
for their child, they can support them and the adults around them fo make the most of Family Time.

Your child may be trying fo:
¥ Adjust to changed routinas

¥ Understond whare they bslong

¥ Avoid upsetting you

¥ Sustain friendships

¥ Stay in touch with fomity

¥ Express difficul emotions

¥ Work out what they want from Family Time

vhat thefj may
be feel ing:

Guilt Anxiaty

For more Infatmatian contact

The University of Sydney

What you might
be _feelihg-

Parents can help by:
¥ Talling them you are provd of tham

¥ Reassuring them that you ore ckay

4 Calabroting the pesitives with them

# Avoiding promises you can't keep

¥ Baing consistant

¥ Asking whot thay want to do

¥ Imvolving their carers

¥ Focusing on moking fime together enjoyoble

¥ Sharing photos, drawings ond letters

¥ Giving honast, age-appropriate answers to quastions
¥ Bringing o toy or something they can take home

For more ideas
nd te sources tor
parenis, go lo:

Co-design with two mothers and in
consultation with Expert Reference

Group members

Strengthening all the sparks of connection

How parents can support the adults who care for their child and improve Family Time

There are tings parents can do fo show support for their child
and strengthen important connections at Family Time.

Your child's carer may be:
# Bolancing cora neads
of multiple children
# Locking information about
your childs history
# Gatting to know your dhild
# Following ogancy rles
¥ Locking cartainty about how
long your child wil stay with tham

Uncertain  Stressed  Halpless Ovarwhalmad Protaciive

Parents can help by:

¥ Suggesting o mesting with carer ¥ Listaning to their gools and

and cosaworkar faalings
*

P a

2
child settla in commurication bock

¥ Baing open about your gools ¥ Sending latters/photos to update
tham and your child

Your child's caseworker
may
“#Bolancing the needs of multiple
fomilies
¥ Following policies and procedures
¥ Expariancing burnout and strass
# Continuing to davelop skills
and knowledga
¥ Focing time or rasource pressuras
¥ Coping with stoffing shortoges

What they may be feeling

Frustrated that they  Prassured by Blomed by families
can't moke things batter the agency for post decisions

Parents tan help by:

¥ Suggesting how to support you ¥ Giving defails of your culture,
and your child values, baliafs

¥ Allowing them time o respond % Updating them on changes
fo your quaries o your situation

¥ Kesping racords of ograsments ¥ Asking for advance nofica

¥ Baing opan obout your concarns  ©f caseworkar changes

for more ideas
and e sources for
parents, go o




Co-design with two

mothers and in consultation

with Expert Reference
Group members

Shining your own light on Family Time

Check in with your feelings as Family Time approaches and after it ends

Ask _l;ourse]ﬁ

What helps me
show ny child they

hat makes me 2
are loved?

out of control2

what eam | do
to make the
visit good?

4 Know your limits and your triggars
% Notke and accept the feslings that come up
4 Hava some gamas and o
up your sleave
% Pack some healthy snocks

Things to remember:
 Quality is mora important than quantity when
it comas to fime together.
Do somathing nice for yourself or orrange
fo spaak to someans ofter o visit fo pravant
a downward spiral.
3 Have soma strotegies in mind for when you are
nding things hard.

ol v
e -

"

What do others
hen | am

doing w

what i | am not
feeling ol

W Ask to have o phone or video visit instead

this time

K Talk to people involved in Family Time about
your feslings o thay don't misundarstand why
you wera not thare

Things to remember:

¥ Give 0s much notice os possibla if you need
to cancel a visit and suggest on allerative so
your child knows you want fo see them,

I you continue to strugale with visits, gat
professicnal halp fo unpock the issues and
work out o way to gat visits bock on track,

% The hard moments will pass.

For more ideas
rees tor

Shining your own ]ight on Famﬂg Time

Remember to care for yourself so you can care for your child

Ask for help

% To give you spoce

L To support your choicas

% Totak about what is going on for you
R To understand your faelings

% To precess changes

4 To exchange photos with your child
% To write lettars to your dhild

Self-Awareness

% Do o mindfulness colour
book to ground yourself

K Sit somawhera quist and focus
on ragular braoths

¥ Start tracking your moods

K Connact to your special ploce

%-Toke time out just for you

4 Relox with friends

¥ Power your bady with good food
H Keep o journal of how you fasl

Self-care and healing ﬂ

¥ Listen to music thot brings you joy.

4 B odfive —you can even donce inside the house!
M- Take a walk in nature

4 Get crofty — make something to give your child

Create an action plan

¥ Start with small steps

¥ Make a vision board

3 List what you need to gat on track

¥ Saak support to make your plans o reality

Notice ad celebrate

successes

%% Count the small things — even f it's
gatting out of bad!

AKTrack aadh thing you have dene to
reach your geal

2 Kasp racords of coursas, community
sessions or workshops youhave offended

Make small goals

- For your parsonal growth

¥ For your tima with childran ond
Family members

4 For making Family Time more pasi

3% For reignifing important connedtions

4 For initioting changes to legal orders

ol Work Formore ideas L
e docchiin-cnd FomTeainl  and resovrces for  SANRE

are iz, 9o 19
2 P o




Carers as Custodians of Children's Connections

Safe and meaningful connections with birth family

The custodian role includes:

Undorstanding who
the child's family is
and nurturing thaso
relafionships

Carers are the custodians
of children's connections fo
their family members when

they are in oul-of-home care.

==
Derelaped e part of the ARC Linkage prajes

The University of Sydney

The cusiodian role includes:

Carers need 1o hold these
connections 5o they can be
passed on fo the child and they

can carry those relafionshi
with them over their lifespan.

Co-design with Experts
and informed by action
cycles

LinKing lives for siblings living separately
in out-of-home care

A practical tool for caseworkers to promote sibling connections

n if, Increasing tha risk of isolasion and lonelinass.

¥ we think of children’s relafionships a3  convoy, it
and dmomic in nafura. Having o strong sodal
transifions and is linked 1o improvemants in ovarall
wollbging cvar the faspan.

o For more information contact: Ressarch Cantra for Chiliran ond Famifion, Sydney Schosl of Edveasen and Social Work
SYDNEY < rectrorsarch Drydnayachios w rpdnay. oy orh owrraroarTh careream g e ae-and- roups rarosreh-conirfor-childran-and-farTion kil
Develaped x part of the ARC Linkag= prejest Fastering Lizlang Canasetions far Chidken in Fermanznt Cors (1P180101332)



2. Action research to improve trauma-informed practice

The University of Sydney



Co-regulation

Create a holding
environment for
the carer so that
they can provide
that for the child

Encourage carer to

bring awareness to
ematicns of child and
self

Cffer strategiesto
coregulate with
child rather than

co-escalate

Help carers
manage
emotions, repair
therelaticnship

every day

Thie Uriversity of Sycrey

Caseworaers aware
of their own reactions,

create space for
carers” emctions

Reframe childrens
behaviours using
trauma-sensitive

language

Mormalising and
validating the carers”
challenges

Parallel process




TECA

rauma Expression &

Connection Assessment

(v)

Australian
Childhood
Foundation

Relational Assessments

Including a narrative where the child’s
trauma history can be incorporated into
explanations and planning.

Focus on relational safety and state
dependance

Co regulation and dyadic repair

THE UNIVERSITY OF

SYDNEY
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