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L
eadership. The business and financial news giant Forbes (2012) suggests the

qualities that make a great leader begin with honesty. Interesting. Next Forbes

suggests leaders must know how to delegate, communicate and inspire

confidence. They must be have positive attitudes, be creative, intuitive and be able to

meet others “where they are at”. Sound familiar? 

At the recent Canadian Child and Youth Care (CYC) National Conference held in

Halifax the most oversubscribed workshop of the conference was a session entitled

“The Emperor Has No Clothes: Leaders in the Field of Child and Youth Care” (Gaitens,

Snow 2016). The session promised to explore how leaders were recognized, confirmed,

defined and celebrated in our field. What ensued was a conversation engaging over 70

CYC practitioners, academics, students and allies. When participants were asked to

discuss what they wanted from leaders in the field the responses were far ranging,

everything from new ideas to professional advocacy, collaboration, and creativity. When

these same participants were tasked to consider how CYC leaders were recognized,

defined and celebrated, and then asked if they were content with these ways responses

were more revealing. The overwhelming consensus was that the current who, what, how

and why of CYC leadership was less than ideal. No ... the group was not content with the 

‘status quo’. 

And yes – I chose the final phrase in that last sentence deliberately. Themes raised

by the participants in the Canadian workshop voiced discontent with what one

participant identified as “nonsense from people who know nothing about CYC.” In the

group discussions shared that morning in Halifax there were calls for voices ‘from the

floor’ and repeated demands for diversity. Gender, and racial bias, position and celebrity 
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were identified as sources of discontent. Amongst this group, who represented a

significant sample of Canadian CYC, culture leadership is clearly associated with

privilege. It seems there are ‘disconnects’ of sorts, separating those working in the field

from those leading the field; ‘disconnects’ between those doing the work, and those

writing about the work, and perhaps even ‘disconnects’ between practitioners and the

young people with whom we work. The room in which this conversation took place was

filled with women, but I heard repeated observations about CYC leadership as being

male dominated. I noted that despite our professional commitment to equity and

anti-oppression, despite our stated position as allies who work alongside people who

are often marginalized, there was an absence of persons of colour in the room in which

this conversation took place. Despite Bracey’s (2007, p.25) observation that “youth

services are full of accidental leaders”, our male dominated white leadership seems to

be more a factor of systemic outcomes rather than accident. 

How do we respond? The description of the Halifax workshop suggested we need to

beware of the “I’s”, celebrate the “We’s” and seek out the “Not me’s”. Perhaps another

response would be to ask why we need to be led at all? Leadership, as it is traditionally

defined, might not be a good fit with our evolving CYC identity? Perhaps we should

aspire to fostering interdisciplinary communicators rather than leaders; after all, the

nature of CYC practice has us journeying to multiple destinations, often with disparate

horizons. Our current search for professional credibility seems to have created a

unilateral and disproportionate reliance on academic reference as a substitute for

leadership. Time and time again in Halifax I heard that leadership was not a credential.

Despite the authority of Forbes, what I also heard in Halifax were comments suggesting

that there is no set formula for leadership or qualities that can prescribe a leader. In the 

Halifax conversations the characteristics most sought after in a leader seemed to be the 

qualities we have come to believe define our own professional practice. In Halifax I

heard an expressed a desire to work alongside others who were relevant to practice,

acutely aware of the impact of power, anti-oppressive, adventurous, and ... relational. 

So where are we?
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 Abstract

This literature review uncovers the best practices for gender-responsive,

community-based programming interventions for adolescent females at

risk in Canada. Developmental stage, gender-specific risk factors and

needs, facilitator competencies and program delivery style all impact

outcomes. The dismal reality of resistance and lack of strategic planning

in the youth-serving community regarding the implementation of

all-female groups led to further research for advocacy strategies.

Implications for practice include a youth practitioner’s ability to connect

to and collaborate with community resources and to effectively advocate

for equitable services for young females at risk.

Keywords

adolescent girls at risk, marginalization, gender-responsive, 

community programming, all-female groups

ISSN 2410-2954
Volume 29 Number 2

6



A
dolescent girls are faced with multiple risk factors which make them vulnerable to 

negative future health outcomes. The multiple intersecting identities that make

these girls unique can often further marginalize them in a society that does not

value community members who do not belong to the dominant culture. It is important

for all youth practitioners and youth serving agencies who work with female youth in any

capacity, to understand the gender-based challenges female adolescents face during

this developmental stage, in order to best conceptualize their needs and provide

adequate community-based interventions. There are many research documents from

major stakeholders and scholarly resources included in this article that describe the

diverse needs of adolescent girls in Canada. This literature review illustrates how

all-female community-based programs have best supported the increase of protective

factors for adolescent females at risk, leading to the resiliency they need to navigate

their way through this complex time. Communities must strategically offer programs

which will serve as this mechanism for change. The research shows that the

participation of adolescent females at risk, in all-girl community-based

psycho-educational and social programs does increase resiliency (Bell-Gadsby, Clark &

Hunt, 2006; Canadian Women’s Foundation [CWF] 2005; Canadian Women’s

Foundation [CWF], 2011; Girls Ac tion Foun da tion [GAF], 2009; Hale, Fitz ger ald-Yau &

Viner, 2014). Re sil iency is the abil ity of a young per son to over come chal lenges de spite

a his tory or pres ence of, mul ti ple per sist ing risk fac tors, but what spe cific fac tors need

to be ad dressed in these pro grams to meet the needs of fe male mem bers?

Fur ther more, what are our re spon si bil i ties as youth prac ti tio ners and how can we

ad vo cate for all-fe male youth pro gram ming in our in di vid ual com mu ni ties when we are

met with re sis tance at every step? By the end of this ar ti cle you will have a sound

un der stand ing of what gen der-re spon sive com mu nity-based pro gram ming is, why it is

im por tant and how to make it hap pen. 

Important Considerations When Working With Adolescent Females at Risk
Before getting into the best practice research for intervening with adolescent girls at

risk, it is important to understand the markers in the stage of adolescent development

and the risk factors that youth in general are exposed to, as well as the gender-specific

risks. 

Developmental Perspective

In this article a youth practitioner is defined as any paraprofessional or professional

who works with adolescents. As a youth practitioner it is important to understand and

ISSN 2410-2954
Volume 29 Number 2

7



conceptualize youth by using a developmental and ecological perspective. This

perspective enables the practitioner to consider individual youths and the

environmental factors influencing them, which will allow for better conceptualization of

their needs (Saewyc, Wang, Chittenden, Murphy & McCreary Centre Society [MCS],

2006). Teenagers 13 to 18 years old go through many developmental changes

physically, cognitively, and emotionally. They go through puberty, develop better

reasoning skills, think more abstractly, engage in complex decision-making, and become 

better equipped to understand and manage their moods (Saewyc et al., 2006).

Saewyc et al. (2006) explained that the transition into adolescence is marked by

many changes that can impact a young person’s mental health, including sexual

maturation and the identification of sexual orientation. For young people it becomes

more important to develop and expand social interests; peer relationships take on a

more central and important role, especially over family. 

 Bell-Gadsby et al. (2006) explained how feminist theory provided research evidence 

emphasizing the importance of relationships to teenage girls and how the quality of

those relationships could significantly affect their mental health. Furthermore,

adolescence is a critical time to develop positive health behaviours, as they are exposed 

to a greater range of potential health risks, including increased exposure to negative

peer pressure, bullying, sexual situations and drugs and alcohol (Saewyc et al., 2006;

Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006). Young females are also more likely than males to experience

extreme stress and despair, self-harm, suicidal thoughts and attempts (Smith, Stewart,

Poon, Peled, Saewyc & McCreary Centre Society [MCS], 2014). 

At-Risk Status

 In the field of child and youth care the term at-risk is commonly used and in basic

terms means being at risk for negative future outcomes if risk factors outweigh

protective factors and interventions are not made (McCreary Centre Society [MCS],

2011; Saewyc et al., 2006). Risk factors are multi-dimensional, interactive, multipliable,

include predisposing factors and should be viewed as steps along a continuum (MCS,

2011; Saewyc et al., 2006). The nature and developmental timing of risk factors affects

health outcomes; risk pervasiveness is heightened during periods of transition, such as

moving from childhood to adolescence and from adolescence to young adulthood (MCS, 

2011; Saewyc et al., 2006). Risk factors are typically identified in multiple youth

contexts and consider individual, family, peer, school, relational, community, and

socio-cultural factors (Saewyc et al., 2006). 
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Current research has shifted from a deficit perspective, focused primarily on

preventing negative outcomes, to a strength-based perspective focused on identifying

individual and ecological assets that contribute to positive youth development and

resiliency (Hale et al., 2014; Schwartz, Chan, Rhodes & Scales, 2013). Researchers

have sought to explore how contextual factors and/or individual developmental assets

may promote more adaptive outcomes among adolescents, including lowered risk and

increased positive outcomes (Hale et al., 2014; Schwartz et al., 2013).

Gender-Specific Risk Factors

Young females at risk face gender and culture-related risk factors that must be

addressed by communities and practitioners who serve these girls (American

Psychological Association [APA], 2007, American Psychological Association [APA], 2010;

CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011). Responsible communities must provide these girls with

preventative programming opportunities.

It is important to recognize the distinct gender-specific risk factors young woman

face (CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011). It is not effective to conceptualize gender-blind

interventions in which males and females are mixed together and labelled as youth. For

example, young females and males have differing intervention needs based on their

socio-cultural status and gender-role stereotypes (CWF 2005; CWF, 2011).

There is limited research specific to adolescent females and they are

underrepresented in both research and policy (CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011). There are gaps

in our collective understanding of how girls develop and what their life experiences are

like (CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011). However, the fact that women in Canada overall continue

to face many challenges in society suggests that an emphasis on adolescent females

not only needs to be maintained, but significantly increased in order to improve

conditions on a micro and macro level (CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011). 

Decline in participation in sports and other recreation services. A study by the

Canadian Association for the Advancement of Women and Sport and Physical Activity

(CAAWS, 2009a) revealed that females between the ages of 12 and 19 were

significantly less active than boys, with 64% of female teenagers considered inactive.

The study showed that if a girl did not participate in sports by the age of 10, there was

only a 10% chance that she would be physically active when she was 25. This is a clear

representation of a long-term risk factor that can affect physical and mental health. The

statistics reflect a gender-specific experience of young females having either little or

negative experience of sport and physical activity (CAAWS, 2009b). This is troublesome

because adolescent girls are not likely to demand more programs which do not meet
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their needs, leading to further discouragement to being involved in organized sports and 

activity in general (CAAWS, 2009b). 

However, most adolescent girls are more likely to participate in sports if it is a

female-only program (CAAWS, 2009a; CAAWS, 2009b). Most girls feel uncomfortable

participating in front of males, often preventing them from becoming involved (CAAWS,

2009a; CAAWS, 2009b). Female-only programs provide many benefits for girls: including 

access to female role models, a supportive environment, and positive peer interactions

(CAAWS, 2009a; CAAWS, 2009b). Young females prefer environments where they can

build skills, but are usually intimidated by competitive environments typically valued by

males and community-based sports programs (CAAWS, 2009a; CAAWS, 2009b).

Furthermore, racialized girls face more challenges to participation in sports, physical

activity and healthy living. Lack of encouragement, other obligations, low self-esteem,

body image issues and lack of financial resources further discourage participation

(CAAWS, 2012).

Body image issues and sexualization. Adolescent females experience a decline in

mental health status and are two times more likely than adolescent males to develop

anxiety and depression (Smith et al., 2014). Ongoing negative exposure to media and

advertising, with exploitative messages towards sexuality and body image of young

females, including images of severely underweight, beautiful and hypersexualized young 

females, makes it difficult for adolescent girls to develop healthy attitudes toward

themselves (APA, 2010; CWF, 2005; Saewyc et al., 2006). In the highly impressionable

and experimental developmental stage of adolescence, girls are susceptible to the

messages society conveys, particularly when marketers connect popularity and social

acceptance to their products (APA, 2010). Thus, sex u al ized mes sages and prod ucts may 

be more eas ily ac cepted and in ter nal ized dur ing this de vel op men tal stage (APA, 2010).

These mes sages im pact girls neg a tively and can lead to risky be hav iours, trou ble

con cen trat ing, and the de vel op ment of neg a tive views to ward them selves (APA, 2010;

CWF, 2005). Re search also links sex u al iza tion with the three most com mon men tal

health prob lems fac ing girls: eat ing dis or ders, low self-es teem, and de pres sion (APA,

2010; Smith et al., 2014). 

Violence against female adolescents and women. Another major factor in research 

that negatively affects health determinants is violence against female adolescents

(CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011; Saewyc et al. 2006). Overall, females at all ages are more

likely to be assaulted by a family member than males and the contexts in which violence 

occurs is expanding into all areas of their ecological system (Alliance of Five Research

Centres on Violence, [AFRCV] 2002; CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011; Saewyc et al. 2006).
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Interpersonal violence and abuse occur in many forms primarily including physical,

sexual, verbal, emotional, and neglect, all of which negatively impact the lives of young

females (AFRCV, 2002; Arthur & Collins, 2010; Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; CWF, 2011).

Specifically, violence creates disconnections from the authentic self in order to survive

damaging, but often necessary, relationships such as the parent-child relationship.

Furthermore, young females lose sight of who they are, become silenced, feel devalued

and internalize feelings of worthlessness (AFRCV, 2002; Arthur & Collins, 2010;

Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; CWF, 2011). 

Girls with multiple, intersecting non-dominant cultural identities. Intersectionality

is a concept which argues that race, ethnicity, gender, religion, nationality, sexual

orientation, class, or disability-based oppressions are interactive and interconnected,

creating a system of oppression that reflects the intersection of multiple forms of

discrimination (Arthur & Collins, 2010). As youth practitioners we must exhibit cultural

competence and understand our own social locations as well as our client’s in order to

be effective in our interventions (Arthur & Collins, 2010). 

It is also important to acknowledge the challenges faced by teenage girls who live in

rural areas and girls who are Aboriginal, immigrants, a visible minority, lesbian, or who

have disabilities. The research suggests that the developmental challenges of

adolescence are intensified for young females who have multiple intersecting

non-dominant identities (AFRCV, 2002; Arthur & Collins, 2010; CWF, 2011; Saewyc et al. 

2006). The likelihood of violence increases for these females, revealing both the range

and the complexity of challenges these girls face (AFRCV, 2002; Arthur & Collins, 2010;

CWF, 2011; Saewyc et al. 2006). The research shows that individual problems for

females are further exacerbated by systemic risk factors such as racism or

discrimination (AFRCV, 2002; APA, 2007; Arthur & Collins, 2010; CWF, 2011; Saewyc et

al. 2006). The behavioural problems that many girls display are a reaction to persistent

exposure to the daily lived experiences of discrimination and violence (AFRCV, 2002;

APA, 2007; APA, 2010; Arthur & Collins, 2010; CWF, 2011; Saewyc et al. 2006). 

Implications for Best-Practices in Community-Based Intervention 
Spe cific to this ar ti cle, com mu nity-based pro gram ming is de fined as pro gram ming

that oc curs in many con texts of our com mu ni ties, in clud ing com mu nity cen tres,

res i den tial pro grams, non-profit agen cies, coun sel ling set tings, ju ve nile cus tody

in sti tu tions, Ab orig i nal or ga ni za tions, schools, neigh bour hood houses and places of

wor ship. 
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The research is clear that youth at risk benefit from community-based interventions

(MCS, 2011; Smith, Martin & Hoogeveen, 2010; Smith et al., 2014). Both gen ders

ben e fit from con sis tent con tact with sup port ive adults. Out comes in clude: being more

ac tive in their com mu ni ties, better ed u ca tional and men tal health out comes, in creased

self-es teem, better fu ture as pi ra tions, hap pi ness, less drugs and al co hol in take, and

less sui cidal ideation (MCS, 2011; Smith et al., 2010; Smith, Stew art, Poon, Hoogeveen, 

Saewyc, & McCreary Cen tre So ci ety, 2011; Smith et al., 2014). Sec ondly, youth with

pos i tive com mu nity con nec tions were en gaged in more mean ing ful ex tra cur ric u lar

ac tiv i ties, and also felt lis tened to and val ued in these ac tiv i ties (MCS, 2011; Smith et

al., 2010; Smith, et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2014). These youth were more likely to see

them selves en gaged in their com mu nity in five years, en vi sioned pos i tive fu ture

out comes, and felt a sense of mas tery (MCS, 2011; Smith et al., 2010; Smith, et al.,

2011; Smith et al., 2014). Lastly, youth en gage ment in mean ing ful ac tiv i ties where

youth felt val ued and lis tened to was an im por tant pro tec tive fac tor; hav ing input into

their ac tiv i ties pro tected against sui cidal ideation for sev eral vul ner a ble groups (MCS,

2011; Smith et al., 2010; Smith, et al., 2011; Smith et al., 2014). Also, pro vid ing

vol un teer op por tu ni ties helped vul ner a ble youth achieve their goals and build a sense of 

com pe tence and self-worth (MCS, 2011; Smith et al., 2010; Smith, et al., 2011; Smith

et al., 2014).

Gender-Responsive Best Practices Community-Based Interventions
A review of best practices literature in gender-responsive community-based

programming in Canada from major stakeholders and researchers targeting adolescent

female youth at risk indicated females have specific needs that should be recognized for 

interventions to be effective (APA, 2007; APA, 2010; Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; CAAWS,

2009a; CAAWS, 2009b; Chen, Weiss & Nicholson, 2010; CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011; GAF

2009; Steenbergen & Foisy, 2006; John stone & Millar, 2012; Teitelman, et al., 2010). 

Gender-Responsive Programming That Works

Gender-responsive community-based programming has specific best practice

guidelines relevant to the developmental needs of female adolescents. Tailoring

programs to meet their needs and following what works in the community is an ethical

responsibility of organizations serving youth, as well as youth practitioners (APA, 2007).

Best practices for all-girl groups include any researched-based or experientially-validated 

projects, initiatives, practices, programs, techniques, or activities that expand upon or

enhance the overall objective of improving developmental health outcomes through
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work with adolescent females (APA, 2007; Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; Chen, et al., 2010;

CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011; GAF 2009; Steenbergen & Foisy, 2006; John stone & Millar,

2012; Teitelman et al., 2010). APA (2007) argue that all-girl em pow er ment groups based 

on best prac tices are ef fec tive in sup port ing par tic i pants in build ing the pro tec tive

fac tors needed to com bat the chal lenges they are ex posed to in our larger cul ture.

Pro grams that do not en com pass best prac tices have not been val i dated by re search

and are not con sid ered to be ef fec tive in ter ven tions for this spe cific pop u la tion

(Teitelman, et al., 2010). 

Girls group participant demographics. Much of the Canadian research shows that

the majority of adolescent girl group participants are: ages 12 to 18; from low-income

families and marginalized communities; and live in single-parent families (Chen et al.,

2010; Steenbergen & Foisy, 2006). A demographic analysis from 79 national girl-group

representatives who facilitate girls’ groups revealed the majority of participants are

Aboriginal and racialized girls (Chen et al., 2010; Steenbergen & Foisy, 2006).

Philosophy, purpose and goals. All-girl groups must be in safe and supportive

spaces in which empowerment, leadership and skill-building is emphasized, as well as

where meaningful connections to peers and skilled, caring adults are present (CWF,

2005; Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; GAF, 2009; Johnstone & Millar, 2012; Schwartz, Chan,

Rhodes & Scales, 2013). Most organizations employ feminist principles placing an

emphasis on empowerment, collaboration, power-sharing, relationship building and

strength-based approaches (CWF, 2005; Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; GAF, 2009;

Johnstone & Millar, 2012; Schwartz, Chan, Rhodes & Scales, 2013).

Intervention strategies. Successful programs aim to increase protective factors and 

use strategies, techniques, interventions and education grounded in research that

reflects female needs and realities (CWF, 2005; Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; GAF, 2009;

Johnstone & Millar, 2012). This must include lifting financial barriers to participation as

well as acknowledgement that girls’ lives are so complex and diverse that a

one-size-fits-all approach to programming is not effective (CAAWS, 2012; CWF, 2005;

Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; GAF, 2009; Johnstone & Millar, 2012). Practitioners and

organizations committed to increasing gender equity and the engagement of

ethno-cultural communities must recognize difference by building programs based on

the needs, values, interests, strengths and experiences of these participants (CAAWS,

2012; CWF, 2005; Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; GAF, 2009; Johnstone & Millar, 2012).

Popular education. The most success in programming comes from using a popular

education model which focuses on the adolescent female members who initiate

activities and raise issues that are important and relevant to them (AFRCV, 2002; GAF,
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2009; Steenbergen & Foisy, 2006). Pop u lar ed u ca tion has been suc cess fully used

his tor i cally by marginalized peo ple to le git i mize their voices and con cerns and in volved

iden ti fy ing and using per sonal and col lec tive knowl edge, re sources and tools for their

em pow er ment (AFRCV, 2002; GAF, 2009; Steenbergen & Foisy, 2006). This type of

ed u ca tion aims to dis man tle hi er ar chi cal struc tures where only field ex perts pos sess

knowl edge (AFRCV, 2002; GAF, 2009; Steenbergen & Foisy, 2006). Un like tra di tional

cur ric u lum mod els, that un der value the fe male lived ex pe ri ence, this method val ues

mem bers as ex perts. Where for mal ed u ca tional sys tems have gen er ally re in forced the

ide ol o gies that keep cer tain pop u la tions in sub or di nate po si tions, his tor i cally many

women’s groups used pop u lar ed u ca tion to raise aware ness about sex ism, vi o lence,

rac ism, pov erty and gen der in equal ity in so ci ety (AFRCV, 2002; GAF, 2009; Steenbergen

& Foisy, 2006). The pop u lar ed u ca tion cur ric u lum struc ture is flex i ble and fo cuses on

per sonal ex pe ri ence in re la tion to po lit i cal ide ol o gies, in sti tu tions, and prac tice that is

rel e vant to all-girls groups (AFRCV, 2002; GAF, 2009; Steenbergen & Foisy, 2006).

Psycho-education. This approach to group work integrates and synergizes

psychotherapeutic and educational interventions (Corey, Corey & Corey, 2010). This

process is used to raise participant awareness pertaining to specific issues that impact

girl’s lives. Psycho-education must be informative yet collaborative and include the

voices and experiences of participants (CWF, 2005; Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; GAF,

2009; Johnstone & Millar, 2012). Meaningful gender-specific topics include: information 

related to violence prevention; healthy relationships and sexuality; body image; drugs

and alcohol; critical thinking skills; community engagement; self-esteem building;

identity development; anti-oppression; racism and gender identity (CWF, 2005;

Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; GAF, 2009; Johnstone & Millar, 2012).

Gender-specific and developmentally relevant education. The literature is clear

regarding the importance of all-girl groups as a forum for promoting health behaviors

and skill-building through psycho-education and popular education (AFRCV, 2002;

Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; CWF, 2005; GAF, 2009; John stone & Millar, 2012;

Steenbergen & Foisy, 2006). Groups are an ideal for mat for ad o les cent girls, pri mar ily

be cause of the im por tance of re la tion ships and con nec tions at this stage of

de vel op ment, as well as al low ing girls to ex press them selves and be heard. An

all-fe male group set ting pro vides free dom to ex press dif fer ent el e ments of gen der

iden tity from their own point of view along side other girls, al low ing them to dis cuss

gen der-rel e vant mat ters apart from boys (AFRCV, 2002; Gar cia, Lindgren &

Kemmick-Pintor, 2011).
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Group facilitator qualities, competencies, and theoretical orientation. Positive

adult role models are instrumental to youth engagement, encouraging attendance, and

skill development (Schwartz et al., 2013; MCS, 2011; Smith et al., 2010; Smith, et al.,

2011; Smith et al., 2014). Research suggests that caring non-parental adults who

provide young people with ongoing support and guidance, play an important role in

healthy development, and adaptive outcomes across a range of developmental domains 

(Schwartz et al., 2013; MCS, 2011; Smith et al., 2010; Smith, et al., 2011; Smith et al.,

2014). Facilitator competencies are very significant in the success and efficacy of all-girl 

groups. As a basic necessity, facilitators must create: a safe, caring, inclusive and

non-judgmental environment; have group facilitation skills; have an awareness of

community resources; have basic programming competencies and have the ability to

rally community support (Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; CWF, 2005; GAF, 2009; Gar cia et al.,

2011; Schwartz et al., 2013). The group leader must work col labor atively with the group, 

focus on girls’ strengths, un der stand what is im por tant to them, teach cop ing skills, and 

have knowl edge of gen der is sues (Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; CWF, 2005; GAF, 2009;

Gar cia et al., 2011; Schwartz et al., 2013).

When working with marginalized girls with intersecting non-dominant identities the

facilitator must work from an anti-oppressive, feminist perspective and simultaneously

examine, understand, and be transparent about their own social location (Arthur &

Collins, 2010; Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; CAAWS, 2012; CWF, 2005; GAF, 2009; Garcia et 

al., 2011; Schwartz et al., 2013). Given the power held by adult facilitators, it is

important that we understand the diminished power status of marginalized girls and

exhibit cultural awareness and competency by facilitating egalitarian relationships

(Arthur and Collins, 2010). Furthermore, facilitators must educate themselves to

understand the differing needs of racialized girls, including obligations to work, school

and family as a priority in their culture (Arthur & Collins, 2010; Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006;

CAAWS, 2012; CWF, 2005; GAF, 2009; Garcia et al., 2011; Schwartz et al., 2013). So,

facilitators must be flexible in programming to accommodate the cultural differences.

For example, many female participants and their families worry about safety. Some

facility and programming issues to take into consideration include time of day, location,

facility lighting, proximity to public transportation, and availability of proper equipment

(Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; CAAWS, 2012; CWF, 2005; GAF, 2009; Garcia et al., 2011;

Schwartz et al., 2013).

Contextual and organizing information. Girl-specific programming is happening

across Canada and includes a diverse offering of services from neighbourhood-based

activity groups, to innovative social action projects, to national networks that support
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and collaborate with local all-girl empowerment programs. There are many community

grants available to start up groups and typically come from feminist-based organizations 

or large national networks with an agenda to support these initiatives (Bell-Gadsby et

al., 2006; CAAWS, 2009b; CWF, 2005; GAF, 2009; Garcia et al., 2011; Steenbergen &

Foisy, 2006). There are also many tool kits and manuals available from these

organizations based on best practices to enable and empower professionals and

para-professions to provide quality programming for girls (Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006;

CAAWS, 2009b; CWF, 2005; GAF, 2009; Garcia et al., 2011; Steenbergen & Foisy,

2006).

Implications of Literature Review
This literature review has revealed information regarding the developmental and risk 

status of adolescent females as well as showcased the best way to develop effective

community-based programming interventions for this population. The next part of this

paper will discuss the steps youth practitioners can take to ensure that this population

of clients has a fair starting point in the community and how we can make that happen,

despite the challenges that may arise.

Youth Practitioners

 As youth practitioners we must advocate for young females who are vulnerable,

typically overlooked, and in need of community interventions. With knowledge on the

best practices model for adolescent girls at risk, we can design meaningful programs.

However, many youth practitioners scramble for community resources to create, support 

and sustain all-girl groups. This is likely because the majority of youth-serving

community-based programs in Canada are imbedded in gender-blind systems and do

not take into account the specific needs and interests of girls and the significant

disparities they face in accessing resources and opportunities (CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011;

Garcia et al., 2011). We must challenge institutional sexism and advocate for best

practice programs for adolescent girls at risk (CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011; Garcia et al.,

2011). 

There is, at times, resistance in communities to the very notion of all-girls

programming; some argue that it discriminates against boys (CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011).

However, all-girls programs are intentionally designed to respond to the specific needs

and strengths of the girls it serves and is not a sexist methodology, but rather a vital

step towards prioritizing the unique needs of girls based on their different experiences

and contexts (APA, 2007; Arthur & Collins, 2010; CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011; Garcia et al.,
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2011). The movement of gender equity is not intended to disenfranchise males; rather,

it is a long overdue process to bring females to an equitable status (APA, 2007; Arthur & 

Collins, 2010; Canadian International Development Agency, [CIDA] 2010; CAAWS,

2009b; CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011; Garcia et al., 2011). 

As youth practitioners we have the responsibility to convey the message to the larger 

community that there are many developmental and socio-cultural issues that affect girls 

differently and they require their own space to safely address their needs (APA, 2007;

Arthur & Collins, 2010; CWF, 2005; CWF, 2011; Garcia et al., 2011). We must enter the

community backed with best practices research and a strategic approach that

communities will listen and respond to and make it a priority to address the systemic

barriers making it difficult for us as adult allies to initiate and sustain our all-girl groups.

We must also ask organizations to review and consider updating mandates and policies

to reflect the growing diversity of today’s community (CIDA, 2010). Communities are

responsible for developing and implementing policies that support the provision of

quality programs and services for ethno-cultural communities. Furthermore, it is the

community’s responsibility to evaluate programs and services in order to identify gaps

and barriers, as well as opportunities for enhancement (CIDA, 2010; CWF, 2005; CWF,

2011). 

Implications for Policy Development in Youth Serving Agencies

Creating Responsible Communities

Creating responsible communities includes holding youth-serving agencies

accountable to offering programs that act as a mechanism of change aiming to increase 

protective factors for female participants. However, it is common for youth practitioners

to feel as if they have little support in program initiation and that they are working in

isolation. What are the starting points to getting all-girl groups gaining some momentum 

in our communities? We must be able to advocate in a way that makes sense to these

organizations while at the same time having the grit to stand up for a population that is

typically overlooked in many youth serving organizations.

Fighting the status quo. The basic definition of gender equity as related to

community-based programming means to provide females with access to a full range of

opportunities to achieve the social, psychological and physical benefits that come from

participating in local programs that meet gender specific needs (CAAWS, 2009b, CIDA,

2010). All-girl programs are not on the radar of mainstream youth-serving organizations, 

despite gender equity policies in many organizational mandates (CAAWS, 2009b; CIDA,
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2010). For example, the British Columbia Parks and Recreation Association (BCRPA) and 

the Canadian Parks and Recreation Association (CPRA) is guided by gender equity

policies (1999), but who holds major organizations accountable to ensure that

programming is truly reflective of fair and equitable access and not simply a reflection of 

expressed demand by traditional user groups? 

Equity visions and guidelines are promising, but their definitions remain obscure and 

are not action-oriented. It will take the actions of dedicated youth practitioners to initiate 

change in our local communities and to hold organizations accountable to actualize

equitable practices. The reality is that programs serving only girls are not typically built

into youth-serving organizational policies as priorities. In most youth programs genders

are mixed together and often focus on mainstream leadership opportunities; girls-only

programs are usually a one-off idea and are not planned in a strategic and sustainable

way (CWF 2005; CWF 2011). 

The Status of Women Canada (2015) described a solution to this as gender

mainstreaming which is a dual approach that implies the reorganization, improvement,

development, and evaluation of all policy processes for the purpose of incorporating a

gender equality perspective into all policies, at all levels and at all stages, by the players

normally involved in policy-making. By bringing gender equality issues into the

mainstream, we can make sure that the gender component is considered in the widest

possible variety of sectors.

Furthermore, CIDA (2010) provides training for organizations on every level to

incorporate gender equality training with specific policies and tools to facilitate the

process of internal change. The training uses skilled facilitators to provide the training

and to help mitigate challenges successfully on the way.

A recent report by the Representative for Children and Youth (2015) emphasized

that the caring for young people at risk in our communities is our collective

responsibility, “…the responsibility of parents, teachers, neighbours, and coaches, as

well as community leaders and government decision-makers. Children who are at-risk

deserve our attention to improve their long-term health outcomes.” (p. 14). 

All of this national support for women and girls at risk is promising and does set the

stage for major cultural shifts in terms of prioritizing these populations. However, more

youth practitioners are needed to help hold major stakeholders and youth-serving

agencies responsible to equitable changes in the facilitation of policy changes aimed to

put females in the forefront. 

What to expect. CAAWS (2009b) explained how many recreational youth programs

run according to demand, cost recovery, and success, determined by the number of
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program participants. Many organizations will say that they do not have the budget to

run a program that has a low number of participants as it is seen as a waste of time and 

resources (CAAWS, 2009b). Also, many agencies who receive grants to run programs are 

held accountable to reporting a certain number of participants in order to be deemed

successful (CAAWS, 2009b). However, it often takes time to build regular participants

and attendance in all-girl programs (Bell-Gadsby et al., 2006; CAAWS, 2009b; CWF,

2005; GAF, 2009). Girls have different life experiences from boys and often have

significant family responsibilities, lack of time, and lack of family support, all acting as

obstacles to increasing girls’ participation in community-based programming (CAAWS,

2012; CWF, 2005). As facilitators it is important to relay the message to potential

partners that understanding and flexibility is needed when trying to start a girls group,

as securing and sustaining participants is more challenging (CAAWS, 2012). 

Concrete Actions

Backed by policies and laws. We know that there are national and international

gender equity and equality policies that require major organizations to provide equal

services for girls and women. Discrimination is against the law, and defending legal

actions can cost organizations time, money, and its reputation (CIDA, 2010). 

The United Nations (UN, 1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child contains

several articles related to access to community resources. One such article explained, 

States Parties shall respect and ensure the rights set forth in the present Conven tion

to each child within their juris dic tion without discrim i na tion of any kind, irre spec tive of

the child’s or his or her parent’s or legal guard ian’s race, colour, sex, language, reli --

gion, polit ical or other opinion, national, ethnic or social origin, prop erty, disability,

birth or other status. (Article 2). 

This article implies that no child should be treated unfairly on any basis, including

gender.

There are several other human rights documents and organizations in Canada

alone, including the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (1982), that would agree 

that the inclusion of all-girl groups is a right and that discrimination against this practice 

would be a violation of gender rights according to article 15 (1) Equality Rights.

Having this knowledge is important and can be a part of the conversation in raising

awareness with resistant organizations and, if necessary, taken into action if equitable

programs are not put into place. However, rallying genuine community support and
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increasing sensitivity and awareness to gender issues can make a difference in the lives 

of girls in our communities.

Other Strategies

Rallying community support. To be successful we must have the support of the

decision-makers in our communities with varying access to power (CAAWS, 2009b). For

example, community recreation supervisors, school principals, municipal or band

councils, and political leaders, using every opportunity to promote the program and to

provide information. 

Create a community-based network. Locate female role models and leaders who

will volunteer to work with your group. Talk to other individuals and organizations already 

involved with female-only programming and ask them to join the network. Use this

network to collaborate with partners and generate support for your program (CAAWS,

2009b). Connect to organizations with similar philosophies, goals and objectives. These

contacts can provide you with knowledge and resources which are beneficial to

everyone involved (CAAWS, 2009b).

Collaborate with other youth-serving agencies. Reaching out to other agencies can 

assist with referrals and get the group’s name circulating in the field and also helps

build working relationships (CAAWS, 2009b). Create an eye catching poster with contact

information that you can provide these organizations to increase potential participants

(GAF, 2009).

Form a committee. Bring together key stakeholders, interested community

members, parents, programmers, school representatives, girl group participants and

others, to serve on a committee. Build an alliance with this group and maintain an open

communication. Use this committee to: provide community feedback; plan and promote

special events; help access funds; increase awareness of the program; provide

credibility and increase facility access. This strategy is as a way to ensure the

sustainability of your program in the community (CAAWS, 2009b).

Facilitate a workshop. Workshops are an effective way to promote awareness and

sensitivity about the issues that young women confront, as well as increase support for

the program. These sessions can provide a venue for input and suggestions from

participants. Be prepared to answer difficult questions while at the same time being

able to focus on the benefits of gender-specific programming for everyone involved

(CAAWS, 2009b).
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Conclusion
This literature review uncovered the best practices for meaningful and relevant

programming for adolescent girls at risk in Canada. It is clear that gender-responsive

programming includes the need for a specific program agenda and facilitation format

based on what adolescent females respond to best, and addresses the gender-based

factors that put them uniquely at-risk. Also important are particular facilitator skills,

including cultural-awareness and competencies, group facilitation abilities, and a sound

understanding of adolescent development. Moreover, equally and simultaneously

important is having a community that supports the development, access, and

commitment to the sustainability of all-girl groups. Lastly, this article revealed strategies

for youth practitioners to use to be successful advocates of all-girls programming

despite ongoing resistance from gender-blind systems. 

My hopes are that youth practitioners will have an increased understanding of what

gender-responsive community-based programming is, why it is important and how to

make it happen. Please know that we can make a difference in the lives of teenage girls 

at risk. We can bring them to the forefront of community programming, thereby helping

them to build protective factors, increase their resiliency and boost their long-term

health outcomes.
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F
ood isn’t just sustenance that we consciously or mindlessly devour for nutritional

or emotional gains; it has a far more significant worth that extends beyond our

conscious awareness. As Thom Garfat (2004) mentions in his article “It’s not just

about food”, food is about caring, sensory satisfaction, emotional comfort, control,

choices, and nurturing. It’s no surprise that the saying is that the way to a man’s heart

is through his stomach (man in this case referring to all humans).

Food can reinforce many pleasant emotions as its use is often associated with highly 

valued relational experiences. For example, in some cultures, grandmothers are famous

for serving delicious baked goods, thereby associating caring and special relationships

with food. Social gatherings draw audiences by promoting the presence of free

refreshments, utilizing food as a luring tactic. Friends, couples, family, and co-workers

go out for meals or drinks, forming relationships using food as a medium. Food is

undoubtedly a crucial component not only to facilitate the biological functions of our

body that necessitate the very basics of our survival, but also to assist in our emotional

and social development; facets that are equally important in leading progressive and

meaningful lives. We often hear Child and Youth Care (CYC) educators and experienced

practitioners speak about the importance of food as one of the most essential factors

used to foster relationships with young people. In fact, due to its significance, most

program planners ensure that the cost of food is accommodated in their budget.

However, let’s take a step back and review some startling statistics pertaining to

food insecurity in Canada. According to the Household Food Insecurity in Canada, 2014

report, food insecurity is defined as “all people, at all times, have physical and economic 
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access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food

preferences for an active and healthy life.” (p. 6). According to this report, it was found

that in the last 12 months from 2014, 12.0% of households experienced some level of

food insecurity. This translates into an astounding 1.3 million households and

approximately 3.2 million individuals, of which nearly 1 million were children under the

age of 18 (p. 9). In fact, more than 1 in 6 children are affected by food insecurity, most

prevalently in Nunavut (60 %) and Northwest Territories (29%) (p. 3). In addition, Ontario 

ranked significantly higher in comparison to other provinces with an astounding

594,900 food insecure households in 2014 (p. 10). The report also discusses the

impacts of food insecurity on both children and adults, including physical and mental

health impairments, including, but not limited to, depression, asthma, diabetes and

heart disease (p. 6). So one would assume that with the vast number of food insecure

people and the negative consequences of being so, those with abundant access or food 

security (84.4 %) would be more responsible at the very least (p. 14). 

The fact that many families face food insecurity makes it difficult to accept the way

that food is used in many CYC programs. It is difficult to reconcile the continual use of

food as an arts and crafts material rather than a source of nutrition. The use of food

during therapeutic activities serves purposeful functions and can assist in promoting a

sense of accomplishment, offer a medium for socialization and sensory stimulation, as

well as improve mathematical and linguistic skills; food can be an essential part of the

larger therapeutic milieu. However, in light of recent food shortages and economic

struggles, it is vital that boundaries and limitation be placed on the use of food as a

programming material by recognizing when food is fulfilling a therapeutic goal but

resulting in waste. It should be encouraged that food is consumed, or left in a condition

that it can be consumed once the activity has concluded; this will also promote a sense

of hygiene – another key skill to be promoted amongst children and youth. If the activity

will result in the food becoming unhygienic, spoiled, or inedible, the activity should be

reformed or abandoned altogether.

In most cases, if precautions are taken, food can serve both the functions of

relationship building and skill development during therapy, as well as dietary benefit

thereafter. For instance, when creating with food during baking, decorating gingerbread

houses, carving apples or vegetables, the concept of consuming the food afterwards

should also be incorporated into the activity. In fact, the use of food as a therapeutic

milieu is largely dependent on the cultural practice. For instance, carving pumpkins in

the fall is a prominent Western world practice; in fact there are festivals devoted to this

practice. This type of activity is an excellent example of food creation and food waste as
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the pumpkin seeds, flesh and finished jack-o-lanterns are most often discarded and not

eaten. Allow me to put it in perspective from my personal experience. Growing up, in

grade three, I used macaroni to decorate the border of a painting; in grade seven, I

stacked nearly half a kilo of fettuccine and hot glue to create a bridge; in grade nine I

used tea and coffee to give the illusion of an antique scroll; this past year, during a CYC

course, we used pudding to create a pond in which to hide objects, which were then

fished out using our hands, while another group used it as a substitute for a marker to

play Pictionary. I wasn’t taken aback or overwhelmed with how food was used in any of

these situations, until my most recent experience with the use of pudding. The

difference? I’m not a fan of pasta and, as I do not drink tea or coffee, I had no previous

connection with these food products. However, I am definitely a fan of pudding. My

emotional connection with the type of food made me stop and reflect on the

prominence of food waste and the possible impact of food waste as a trigger for some

children. I also realized that as CYC practitioners our use of food as a program material

may be contributing to the habituation of young people to the idea that it is acceptable

to use food for means other than consumption. Further , through this practice, children,

youth, and the society at large may be being subtly conditioned to perceive food as a

replenishing, everlasting, universally accessible resource that doesn’t need to be

managed with care; a notion far from reality in some parts of the world and for some

within the same localities. As previously noted, food can hold numerous positive

connections and be a beneficial tool in therapeutic activities and relationship building,

but the purpose of this article is to challenge our irresponsible use of food as a material. 

I believe we need to pause and consider the impact of this practice. 

To reiterate, the focus of this article is not to shun the practice of food as a

therapeutic medium, rather it is to remind us that we need to be more mindful of the

tremendous impact of our choices when we waste food by choosing not to share or

consume it, but merely to play with it. In fact, due to the magnitude of influence that

food hosts in enabling positive connections and relationship building, it is an extremely

beneficial tool to be taken advantage of during therapeutic activities. At the same time,

it is imperative to ensure that the food is being consumed and not only being toyed with. 

Perhaps we need to reconsider our choices when electing activities which involve using

pasta to draw a picture, spreading pudding to create a painting, baking cookie

ornaments, or stringing popcorn for Christmas trees. Connecting our practices to the

lived experiences of children should challenge us to realize that we are most likely

working with young people who themselves have experienced food scarcity. Since the

goal of CYCs is to help develop well-rounded, educated, proactive, and engaged

ISSN 2410-2954
Volume 29 Number 2

26



individuals, it is crucial that the value of food be intrinsically implemented. We need to

consider the impact of our practice as the use of food as a disposable craft supply

seems to reinforce a place of privilege in our communities. The purpose of this article is

to emphasize that while it’s acceptable to play with our food, it’s also important that we

eat it afterwards, and if that’s not possible, then perhaps we don’t deserve to play with

it. Think twice then before ordering program supplies; there are many people both in the 

vicinity and globally who face or have experienced food scarcity. 
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Abstract

Through the lens of the Circle of Courage model of positive youth

development, the author reflects on the nature of conversations that are

taking place between adults and youth participating in “Connecting

Generations”, a school district program in its fifth year in the Southern

Gulf Islands of British Columbia in which adults and youth have face to

face conversations about interests, skills and life experiences.
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Sacred Circles
Connecting Generations is a school district program in the Gulf Islands of southern

British Columbia, Canada in its sixth year of delivery. Its goal is to bring together youth

and adults for face-to-face conversations about mutual interests, skills and life

experiences. Its tagline is “Connect, Share, Learn, Give.”

Thanks to a small seed grant from a local com mu nity foun da tion, Con nect ing

Gen er a tions grew as a pilot pro ject de signed to give his tory and so cials stu dents the

op por tu nity to hear from com mu nity el ders about their ex pe ri ences of serv ing in the

Sec ond World War or liv ing in pov erty dur ing the De pres sion. Youth lis tened with

amaze ment to the de tails of ev ery day life in times of hard ship. An i mat ing the his tory

that they were learn ing about in the class room, these first-hand ac counts were

pow er ful, yet even from the onset there were signs it was the shared human ex pe ri ence

that meant the most. For ex am ple a stu dent whose fa ther had died when he was seven

met a 90 year old who had lost her hus band when her son was only three. This was the

com mon ground on which they met and from where they trav elled forth to gether in the
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jour ney of ex plor ing her past, how it re lated to his pres ent and how that might af fect the

fu ture for them both.

Conver sa tion is not just what is said; it is also what happens between people. Conver --

sa tion is not always about an event or a time; it is part of a much larger process of

change. It leads to more conver sa tion and is part of a journey to under stand.1

Connecting Generations soon became an “umbrella” under which a number of

initiatives flourished with the common thread of bringing together unrelated youth and

adults whose paths may not otherwise cross. 

The search for funding to continue the program led us to Service Canada

(Government of Canada Services and Benefits). Through the support of their Youth

Awareness Initiative program over a three year period we completed three projects on

Salt Spring Island: “Bridging the Gap”, “Building the Bridge” and “Making Space for

Mentorship”. Each of these was necessarily focused on employment, careers and job

opportunities for youth, helping to promote an awareness of youth as the “workforce of

the future”. 

Bridging the Gap (2010-2011) consisted of four forums organized around fields of

interest: tourism and hospitality, arts and entrepreneurship, health and the helping

professions, and business and finance. Adults were invited to attend by the project

coordinator and students also participated voluntarily. These events gave adult and

youth the chance to talk about the rewards and challenges of specific professions, to

hear stories of career paths, to share the hopes and expectations, as well as the doubts 

and fears, of both those already in the field and those contemplating entering it. By

means of a few questions colourfully presented and decorated with appropriate

quotations that acted as catalysts for conversation, those in attendance could talk

about what mattered to them. 

Questions varied at each forum. For example:

Success

What does success mean to you?

Rewards

What rewards do you find as a health/helping practitioner? / What rewards do you anticipate?
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Concerns and challenges

What are some of your concerns about being an entrepreneur or making a living in the arts?

Change

How do you deal with change in your life/in your business?

Values

What are some of the ways you see your values affecting a business? / How have your values

influenced your business?

Self-care

How do you take care of yourself?

Over time and through reflection, we saw the extent to which these intergenerational 

conversations are opportunities for deep learning.

Building the Bridge the following year, (2011-2012), also supported by Service

Canada, consisted of focus groups for youth and local website designers, graphic artists

and photographers with the purpose of creating a website and brochure for Connecting

Generations, while reflecting on 21st century employment skills.

We were able to observe how adults and youth inspire one another through

intergenerational collaboration. Working together on specific tasks gave participants the 

opportunity to explore the creative potential of cooperation between different

generations.

They de scribed their ex pe ri ence of at tend ing focus group ses sions thus:

It has made me aware that it is impor tant to brain storm ideas with people of different

ages. (Web site designer) 

After this group work I think I will look differ ently at working with adults because it was 

a lot of fun (Grade 10 student)

Participants were impressed by the way in which “Youth and adults [worked]

together in a focused creative way”. 

Through this project we found that, rather than blurring the lines between school

and community2, youth and adults, teach ers and stu dents, Con nect ing Gen er a tions was

fa cil i tat ing the cre ation of a “third space”3 where mem bers of dif fer ent gen er a tions
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meet and form a new re la tion ship re lated to the space they have shared and the

di a logue in which they have en gaged.

It was the realization that we were not attempting to bridge a gap in order to cross to 

the other side that led to Making Space for Mentorship (2012-2013), the third project

supported through Service Canada.  Our goal was the creation of mentor support

resources, the building of a bridge, that could become a new place where those from

either side of a “generation gap” could meet and enter a “third space” in which to

connect, share, learn and give.

Four years ago we also started an intergenerational writers’ group, intentionally

creating a meeting place for writers of different ages and different backgrounds, based

on the practices of Writing Alone Together4 – writ ing freely, read ing aloud, lis ten ing

deeply and bear ing wit ness. The Writ ers’ Group is “like a lit tle fam ily”: 

A place where stories are told, spoken and heard… some where we can teach and

learn from each other… a space for exploring the possi bil i ties for what we feel,

believe, love, care about and want for ourselves and the world. 5

The Circle of Courage model of Positive Youth Development
The Circle of Courage is a model of Positive Youth Development first described by

Larry Brendtro, Martin Brokenleg and Steve Van Bockern in their book Reclaiming Youth

at Risk6. The model in te grates na tive North Amer i can phi los o phies about child-rear ing

with the work of early pi o neers in ed u ca tion and con tem po rary re search on re sil iency. It

is based on four uni ver sal growth needs: Be long ing, Mas tery, In de pend ence and

Gen er os ity, or the four foun da tions of self-worth, as sug gested by ed u ca tor and

psy chol o gist, Stan ley Coo per-Smith: sig nif i cance, com pe tence, power and vir tue.

What makes these “third spaces” of Connecting Generations into Circles of Courage

and how is this different from the educational mainstream? 

Connect/Belonging
Fostering a sense of belonging is fundamental to every initiative under the

Connecting Generations “umbrella”. Each youth and adult who participates in any

aspect of the program has an “invitation to belong”7 as at ten dance at any event/ac tiv ity

is vol un tary. A teacher rec om mends, a friend sug gests or a stu dent sim ply “shows up”. 

While con ver sa tions are ap pre ci ated for their con tri bu tions to ac a demic learn ing, the

con tent and de liv ery of in for ma tion are part of a har mo ni ous whole in which “Ed u ca tion

can not be sep a rated from nurturance”. 8
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As in the oral traditions that form the foundation of Aboriginal societies, the

experience of recognizing together common concerns, sharing stories and asking

questions, itself generates a new, shared history, “connecting speaker and listener in

communal experience and uniting past and present in memory.”9

A Japa nese-Cana dian elder visiting history or socials classes regu larly to tell her story

of intern ment after the Second World War has entered into a dialogue with students

who are encour aged to ask her ques tions about any aspect of her expe ri ence so that

their conver sa tion has become a way to better under stand the human expe ri ence

behind the facts. While being part of the students’ learning jour neys, these conver sa --

tions are also part of this adult woman’s healing journey. The caring connec tion with

youth along with the sense of belonging to her commu nity is present each time they

enter together into dialogue. 

Share/Mastery
Contrary to the pre-conceptions and expectations of some of the participants at the

Bridging the Gap forums, the information exchanged was usually shared in the form of

personal stories rather than given as advice. Like Paulo Freire’s10  con cept of di a logue

based on re spect and mu tual trust, con ver sa tions that take place through Con nect ing

Gen er a tions are char ac ter ized by a with hold ing of judge ment. The sen si tiv ity to know

when feed back is wanted comes with time and prac tice. The cour age and the hu mil ity to 

ac cept feed back also grow over time and with con fi dence. As sess ment of prog ress and

the eval u a tion of learn ing out comes are first and fore most based on whether the youth

and the adult feel com fort able with one an other. 

Empathy and compassion surface when judgement takes a back seat and mastery

flourishes in this non-judgemental environment. A “third space” transforms the

traditional teacher-student hierarchy into a relationship based on mutual trust where the 

student can teach and the teacher can learn. Curiosity arises naturally, competence

grows with trust, and collaboration is the natural modus operandi. Success becomes the 

“possession of the many”11, nei ther com pet i tive nor at the ex pense of oth ers:  

A retired biol o gist paid weekly visits to a Grade 4/5 class to help the elemen tary

students explore their interest in anatomy and biology. Through demon strating dissec --

tion tech niques and letting them see and touch the subjects dissected, he offered

them the oppor tu nity to follow their curi osity without concern for either compe ti tion

with their peers or the possi bility of a final eval u a tion. In his words “we didn’t have a
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lesson plan, we didn’t have a struc ture…we surren dered to spon ta neity... I didn’t know 

what to expect from the kids but I was delighted to see how they responded to these

things and how engaged they were with it… I didn’t actu ally need to do much…Yes it

was fun - and it was fun for me too!” And as one of the students reported: “This is my

best school activity ever!”12

Learn/Independence
The new 21st century curriculum focuses on competencies rather than content. on

learning how to learn. In the natural sequence of events, if we feel secure and rooted,

we are ready to explore our surroundings and to learn:

“To foster independence we must first invite dependence: to promote individuation

we must provide a sense of belonging and unity.”13 In Ab orig i nal so ci et ies,

in de pend ence grows as skills de velop and it is the re spon si bil ity of adults to guide youth 

to wards ma tu rity and self-suf fi ciency. We en cour age adults mentoring stu dents through

Con nect ing Gen er a tions to ap proach youth with re spect and dig nity, help ing them to

take on greater re spon si bil ity as they prog ress:

A profes sional photog ra pher met with a Grade 12 student who was doing a project on 

portrait photog raphy and felt confused about the direc tion in which the project was

going. After meeting with him several times during the course of the year, she found

her way with confi dence and success fully completed the project:“Some times it’s just

a matter of encour age ment and support. She is very bright and has the ability and an

idea but didn’t realize it. I just helped to lift the fog and focus her a bit so that she

could see it clearly!” (Adult mentor).

The openness of such exchanges, far from leading to the anarchy that some with a

more traditional approach might fear, is the basis for “The respectful and comfortable

relationships that [form] between the youth and adults” (Bridging the Gap workshops)

Rather than being a new approach to learning, our 21st century curriculum is based

on the model of traditional societies where apprenticeship always involved “modelling,

scaffolding, fading and coaching”14. As the stu dent be comes more skilled, the mas ter

grad u ally takes away the sup ports and the ap pren tice grows con fi dent, in de pend ent and 

self-suf fi cient. We en cour age each par tic i pant in Con nect ing Gen er a tions, whether an

adult show ing a child how to build a bird house, or a stu dent coach ing an adult in

com puter skills to fol low this model so that the learner will be come pro fi cient in the skill

with out feel ing de pend ent on some one else. An adult com mented about her ex pe ri ence
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of being mentored in com puter skills by a Grade 12 stu dent: “He was al ways very

sup port ive and at no time made me feel in ad e quate, which is a feel ing I often get when

faced with com puter prob lems on my own.” 

Give/Generosity
Learning to be self-sufficient means taking on responsibility for oneself and in a

community of shared values, the welfare of others is never far away. According to Dan

Pink in his book Drive15 “new” ap proaches to mo ti va tion at work, at school and at home

are based on our needs for “au ton omy, mas tery and pur pose”. A sense of pur pose,

rather than being the ex trin sic re wards of good grades, schol ar ships and job ref er ences

can nat u rally flour ish in an en vi ron ment where be long ing, mas tery and in de pend ence

are al ready en cour aged.

Connecting Generations supports the intrinsic rewards of generosity:

Our intergenerational Writ ers’ Group recently visited a class room of Grade 6/7

students in order to deliver a work shop. We invited everyone in the class room to join

our “Writ ers’ of the Square Table”16. The first exer cise was a letter from one’s future

self to one’s present self. A younger student wrote about her aspi ra tions to become a

singer. A little later in the work shop, one of our youth writers spon ta ne ously

performed a song that she had never before sung in public, in order, as she later

explained, to encourage the younger student to do the same. The Grade 6/7 student

sung her song, in her native language, some thing she had never done before outside

the longhouse, to the delight and appre ci a tion of her class mates and teacher. Her

grand mother who had recently died had taught her the song …

“My fav part [of the work shop] …was Rosalie’s singing. She was so great and she

sung like an angel. I was so happy and proud for her and of her.” (Grade 6/7 student)

It is our hope that programs like Connecting Generations are paving the way for a

future where all youth will have the opportunity to join a Circle of Courage.
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“When a flower doesn’t bloom you fix the envi ron ment in which it grows, not the flower.” 

Alex DenHeijer

A
fter twenty-one years working the floor as a residential Child and Youth Care

practitioner I made the decision to leave the floor. I psychologically and spiritually

needed change. I left behind an organization with which I had spent my entire

career. I had seniority, was compensated well, had vacation and sick leave, great team

members, resources, training, support, etc. Despite all of these benefits I did not feel

fulfilled. A goal of mine had been to instruct a Child and Youth Care [CYC] program and

when the opportunity arrived I took the leap. I embraced the learning opportunities my

new position and culture provided me. 

More often than not I needed to learn the material I was instructing despite

possessing a Correctional Workers diploma, a Bachelor of Arts degree in psychology and 

anthropology, numerous training opportunities and completing the Master of Arts Child

and Youth Study program at Mount Saint Vincent University. While instructing I

completed the qualifications required for my CYC practitioner’s certification. The

competencies provided clear learning objectives such as providing the history, structure

and organization of CYC work.

Embracing the CYC practitioner certification enabled me to better understand and

contextualize the history of CYC practice. It was clear that in the early stages of the

development of the CYC field it lacked its own definition and approach and therefore
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relied on a bio- medical model. This approach identifies negative attributes of children,

youth and families and assigns a label. In many cases behavioral modification

techniques are then implemented in an attempt to change the choices, and therefore

actions, of individuals. As CYC practice matured it adopted a more relational based

approach, aspiring to best practices through the use of relationships, complemented by

cognitive therapy and positive psychology. Indeed CYC best practice now embraces a

growth model rather than the more pathologically informed medical model. Through the

relational care lens practitioners see the strengths of children, youth and families and

this focus generates psycho-social opportunities rather than corrective strategies. The

transition from challenges to strengths is a difficult switch due to the combined and

conflicting efforts of varying professional approaches. Presenting a positive perspective

is inconsistent at best as talking about our or others’ tribulations appears to be a

socially constructed addiction. 

Pessimistic references originate from what I refer to as the ‘manure pile’. We all

have a manure pile, regardless of the size; it all smells the same and can affect us

negatively! A manure pile is disturbed every time disparaging references or comments

are proclaimed by or to an individual. When you stir up a manure pile it is hard to avoid

spreading the stench. What if we change the outlook and purpose of manure piles?

What if individual manure piles were recognized for their potential to nurture growth?

Indeed I believe it is here that the CYC growth model can have its greatest impact. What

if individual manure piles were not seen as ‘waste’ but rather recognized for their

potential to nurture growth? 

As CYC practitioners we work with individuals who have yet to see the prospective

strengths that manure piles may possess; labels, stories of pain, and rejection appear to 

be endless. Because CYC practice is both strength and relationally based CYC

practitioners may be best positioned to support young people and their families as they

explore the positive potential for growth emanating from their manure pile. By providing

the right ingredients, our manure piles can be used to nurture change. CYC practitioners 

can acknowledge the benefits a manure pile provides: a nutrient rich foundation to plant 

seeds of opportunity. Every interaction is a prospect to plant a seed and start the growth 

process. 

A seed planted in a manure pile needs protection. Individuals may want to stomp

and roll in their manure pile. The manure pile is familiar and there is comfort within it

despite the smell. The seed(s) planted may be too new to survive being moved around

or buried. CYC practitioners attempt to plant as many seeds as possible by providing

real life opportunities for individuals to make alternate choices. A combined
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commitment, a safe environment, and support provide the stability and ingredients

required to sustain the growth of an individual’s garden. 

As a society we actively need to engage in strength based stories about ourselves

and others. Everyone has the ability to plant a seed or nurture the development of a

seed, whether it is in their own manure pile or another’s. When embraced, positivity is a

powerful tool and can be used to challenge yourself and alter your perspectives and

voice, and therefore current social patterns of negativity. Let our gardens grow!
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Abstract

This study used descriptive phenomenology to address the research

question: What is the experience of parents who have a child with any

disability in selecting a school for their child? Nine parents of a child with

any disability from the Greater Vancouver area participated in this study.

Through one-on-one in-depth interviews, the parents shared their

experiences in selecting a school for their child. Using Colaizzi’s (1978,

cited in Kornhaber & Wilson, 2011) descriptive phenomenological

method for analysis, six broad themes were revealed that described the

parents’ experience of finding a school: a) the school itself, b) the child’s

needs, c) the parent’s own experience, d) the family’s involvement in the

decision, e) non-school supports, and f) availability or lack of choice.

Findings were discussed in relation to relevant literature, implications for

both parents and school systems were addressed, and further research

options were offered.

Keywords

parent experiences, school choice, parents of a child with a disability,

school choice Canada, descriptive phenomenology



Introduction
As a child and youth care (CYC) practitioner with over a decade of experience within

community, residential, and educational environments, I have often witnessed the

experiences of parents trying to find supportive settings for their child with a disability.

On April 4th, 2007, this situation became even more personal. My nephew was born 9

weeks premature and was diagnosed with cerebral palsy. My sister’s experiences with

finding a school for him led me to wonder further if there was research done on the

topic of school choice. This study is a direct result of that inquiry. A preliminary literature 

review that helped me to orient my approach to this study revealed a great deal of

research that examined a variety of influences on the school choice of parents of

children without a disability. A few of these studies (Ball, 2003 cited in Bosetti, 2004;

Bauch & Goldring, 1995 cited in Bosetti, 2004; Bosetti, 2000, 2001 cited in Bosetti,

2004; Coleman, 1988 cited in Bosetti, 2004; Reay & Ball, 1998 cited in Bosetti, 2004;

Reay & Lucey, 2000 cited in Bosetti, 2004; Centre for Educational Research and

Innovation, 1994; Gewirtz, Ball, & Bowe, 1995; Manley-Casmir, 1982) attempted to

describe how parents of children without a disability made such choices by looking at

these influences. I was able to find only six studies (Bagley, Glatter, & Woods, 2005;

Hess, Molina, & Kozleski, 2006; Rogers, 2007; Taylor, 2005; Trussel, Hammond, &

Ingalls, 2008) concerning parents of disabled children and the factors that influence

their school selection. Absent from all of the research are parental descriptions of their

experiences of selecting a school for their children with any disability within Canada. I

wanted to offer an opportunity for these parents to describe, in their own words, the

selection process they went through and, with the parents’ permission, conduct a

descriptive phenomenological analysis of the data that that these interviews would

generate. I believe that this information will be beneficial for other parents of disabled

children. In the interest of guiding this exploration, I proposed the following research

question: What is the experience of parents who have a child with any disability in

selecting a school for their child?

Disability Defined
Before further describing the parameters of my study, I believe that it is important to 

define the term “disability.” The National Centre for Health Statistics classifies someone 

as disabled if they have the following characteristics: severe limitations of completing

daily tasks; compulsory use of assistive devices (e.g., wheelchair); essential use of

specialized programs or services; behavioural indications of developmental delay or

disability; and finally, a specific physical, mental, or emotional disability (White, 2002).
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While this is one way to define disability, it may not encompass every individual that

defines him or herself as being disabled. For the purposes of my study, it was stated

during recruitment that to qualify to be a participant, one had to self identify themselves 

as a parent of a child with any disability. 

School Choice Defined
School choice is another term that must be defined. School choice refers to the

parents’ ability to select the school of their choice for their child (Bosetti, 2004). School

choice can refer to any policy that is designed to reduce the restriction on students

seeking the school of their choice (Lambdin & Mintrom, 1997). Specifically, the issue of

school choice is important to disabled students, as they are often the population most

poorly served within the public school system (Forster & Thompson, 2011).

Purpose of the Study
The inclusion of parents’ descriptions of their experiences in choosing a school for

their disabled children is an important area on which to focus. Professionals may

change; however, parents are constants in a child’s life (Graham, Pemstein, & Curley,

2009; McIntyre, Kraemer, Blacher, & Simmerman, 2004). Generally, I found more

studies that focused on the professional’s experiences with disabled children. However,

this ignores the knowledge residing with the most consistent figures in children’s lives – 

their parents. It is parents who first bring the disabled child’s problems to the attention

of professionals (Lindsay & Dockrell, 2004). This perhaps provides the greatest

justification for including a description of the parents’ experience in selecting a school.

Coons and Sugarman (cited in Manley-Casmir, 1982) argue that the parents are in the

best position to choose the school, as they have the most intimate knowledge of what

would satisfy the child’s educational needs. The purpose of this study is not only to allow

parents to have the opportunity to share their experiences, but for administrators,

teachers, and support staff (e.g. CYC practitioners) to learn about the ways that they have

been supportive and possible strategies for strengthening their policies and processes.

School Choice in Canada
In Canada, school choice policy has been positively received within the political

sphere and the media as a way to improve education (Jennings, 2010). Education is a

provincial matter and as such, each province has a different way of expressing school

choice. Holmes (2008) reports that there are five school choices within Canada: choice
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of language (French or English); alternative schools; publicly funded Catholic schools;

charter schools; and independent schools.

Currently, nine provinces allow parents of public school students the option of

attending school in either English or French; the exception is Quebec (Holmes, 2008).

The second choice available is attending alternative schools within school districts

(Holmes, 2008). This option can be anything from attending a school designed for

individuals with a disability, for those who require a different pace than offered at other

schools, or a school specifically designed for a niche subject. The third category is

publicly funded Catholic schools. Publicly funded Catholic schools are the most popular

school choice that is exercised by students in the three provinces (i.e., Ontario, Alberta,

and Saskatchewan) where the option is a constitutional right (Holmes, 2008). The

fourth category is charter schools, which are schools that receive public funding, but

can offer a curriculum that is different than that offered within neighbouring public

schools in the same district (Bosetti, 2004). The independent school is the fifth

category. An independent school may be more commonly referred to as a ‘private

school.’ It is a school that parents are likely only to receive a subsidy or a tax credit for

the tuition that they will need to pay for their child to attend (Holmes, 2008). 

As noted above, education is a matter of provincial jurisdiction within the Canadian

federation, and it is therefore important to describe in more detail how school choice exists

in British Columbia, and specifically Vancouver, where this particular study takes place. 

School Choice in British Columbia
Within Vancouver, the city and province both have official policies of open

enrolment, which allows students to choose any school in the city, but it has not been

found to be common practice to make use of this range of school choice (Yoon, 2011).

Instead, Yoon found that most high school students are selecting mini-schools. The

Vancouver School Board (n.d.) describes mini-schools as, 

devel oped for students who demon strate signif i cantly high poten tial, talent and need

for a chal lenging program in prep a ra tion for post-secondary educa tion. Even though

these programs are hosted within secondary schools they offer unique course

content that empha sizes accel er a tion or enrich ment and are distinct from other

courses offered (para. 2). 

Yoon (2011) points out that mini-schools did not exist prior to the 1970s although,

presently, 27 mini-schools operate in Vancouver in addition to the 18 regular public
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secondary schools. Referred to locally as mini-schools, Vancouver School District

Specified Alternative Programs offer three categories of education, Yoon explains. One

allows for early graduation through accelerated learning; another allows for enriched

in-depth learning when compared to provincial standards by allowing students to delve

further into subjects of interest; and finally there are those with a unique focus upon

such areas as the arts, science, programs for the gifted, and sports such as hockey

(Yoon, 2011). 

Factors Influencing the School Choice of Parents of Non-disabled Children 
The existing literature highlights a connection between school choice and social

class (Gewirtz et al., 1995). It can be argued that one’s social class, together with

educational and cultural factors not only inform one’s choice, but also the recognition

that such a choice exists and the ability to follow through with one’s choice (Gewirtz et

al., 1995). This argument is quite telling, as some parents may not even be aware that

they have the option of sending their child to another school.

Another factor influencing school choice is the message that parents appear to be

getting from the media, politicians, and peers, that education alone determines a child’s 

future. There is, therefore, great pressure on parents to select “the right school” (Centre 

for Educational Research and Innovation, 1994). 

Another restriction on having the opportunity to make a choice is the availability of a

placement. Simply put, most desirable schools are usually full and thus removed as an

option for most parents (Centre for Educational Research and Innovation, 1994). 

Factors Influencing the School Choice of Parents of Disabled Children
One of the main factors influencing school choice for many parents of a child with

any disability is legislation. Legislation directly influences school choice in relation to

parents’ ability to challenge school placements (Bagley et al., 2005; Hess et al., 2006;

Rogers, 2007; Taylor, 2005; Trussel et al., 2008). Stack (2001) points out that although

Canadian citizens are protected by the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, there

is still little evidence that the courts have been asked to uphold these rights to enforce

special education provisions. 

While government policies can promote the importance of involving parents in

school selection, studies have indicated that parents may not feel included in school

choice (Rogers, 2007). An important factor for parents of children with disabilities to

consider is the school’s attitude towards them and whether the school is supportive of

parental involvement in the decision (Booth, Swann, Masterton, & Potts (1992); Bagley
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et al., 2005; Trussel et al., 2008). In a study from 1992, schools may even reject a child 

citing that they are unable to cope with the child’s needs (Booth et al., 1992). There

were no studies available to determine if this is still a common occurrence. If it were to

be the case that children could be rejected based on their disability, this would

obviously have a strong influence over parental ability to make a choice.

Parents of a child with any disability may receive support from a peer group or

volunteer advocacy group (Booth et al., 1992; Rogers, 2007). An area requiring further

investigation is determining whether the peer influence noted in the existing literature

facilitates the finding of peer support groups.

One factor that supersedes potential supports is that in some cases there is a long

wait-list before a child can be properly assessed and diagnosed as having a disability

(Rogers, 2007). Without this diagnosis, parents are unable to push for their right to

choose. Another factor that influences choice is whether parents wish their children to

be placed in mainstream or specialized classrooms (Rogers, 2007). 

A final factor that could influence parents’ choice is the child’s location, especially in 

a rural environment. Research has indicated that rural parents of children with a

disability have neither the same access nor participation rate compared to urban

parents (Trussel et al., 2008). 

Finally, it was discovered that no Canadian studies review the in-depth experiences

of parents in deciding to select a school for their child with a disability. This then is

clearly a gap in the literature on school choice where parents of children with disabilities 

are concerned, a gap with which this study seeks to deal.

Methodology
The first decision with respect to this project was the choice to engage in a

qualitative research study. Qualitative research focuses on how individuals make sense

of the environments with which they interact (Berg, 2007), and that was my intention

where each parent in this study was concerned. 

Among the range of qualitative approaches available, I chose descriptive

phenomenology. Researchers use descriptive phenomenology to investigate the “lived”

experience of a phenomenon by those who are experiencing it (e.g., Kornhaber &

Wilson, 2011; Martins, 2008). I chose this methodology to explore the experience of

parents deciding upon a school for their child with any disability because descriptive

phenomenology requires that researchers step outside of their prejudices and learn to

observe data with fresh eyes (Martins, 2008). Husserl (2001) cited in Wojnar &

Swanson, (2007) refers to this observation with fresh eyes as “transcendental
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subjectivity” – where one is able to abandon his or her own reality and describe the

data in its purest sense. Husserl believed transcendental subjectivity could be achieved

through the process of “bracketing”, which involves removing all of one’s personal

biases and previous knowledge when engaging with the description of a phenomenon

(Tymieniecka, 2003 cited in Wojnar & Swanson, 2007). I engaged in the bracketing

process during both the data collection and analysis stages of the research. Doing this

involved my making a commitment to acknowledging that despite having engaged in a

literature review, I would endeavour to remain present and allow each individual

experience to be told to me without my own biases and knowledge entering into my

rendition of the stories that were told. This was accomplished through utilizing the CYC

practice of ‘meeting a person where they are at,’ and asking open-ended questions

intended to delve into the parents’ experiences of finding a school throughout my

interviews and initiating the conversation with the question, “Can you tell me about your

experience in finding a school for your child?” 

Husserl’s descriptive phenomenological view insists on researchers doing their

utmost to elicit descriptions in the “pre-reflective state” and to avoid focusing on post

experience on the reflection (Caelli, 2000, cited in Dowling, 2005, p. 132). The

pre-reflective state involves having a participant share their experience at a certain time 

as opposed to their reflection of that moment. This meant that I concentrated on asking

parents to retrospectively share their experiences of school choice in the moment,

divorced from what they would have thought about these experiences in hindsight

and/or upon reflection. 

Descriptive phenomenology has further been selected because it exemplifies the

belief that “the meaning of lived experiences may be unraveled only through one-to-one

transactions between the researcher and the objects of research” (Husserl 1970 cited

in Wojnar & Swanson, 2007, p. 173). A device likely familiar to CYC practitioners as a

way of ‘shared meaning making.’ The choice of interviewing individuals in person and

then following up by allowing them to review my writings assisted me with grasping the

essence of the parents’ experiences in selecting a school.

Participant Recruitment 

Nine participants were recruited from the Greater Vancouver area. Each was the

parent of a child with any disability, who was presently in an elementary or secondary

school environment. Prior to the start of the one-to-one interview, each participant was

given the opportunity to review the consent form; he/she had to sign the form, and was

offered a copy of his/her own.
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Participants

Each participant self identified as the parent of a child with any disability who was

presently attending school. Two of the nine participants self identified as a parent of two 

children with any disability. Seven of the participants are mothers of the child with any

disability; one participant is a foster mother; one participant is the father. All nine

participants came from the Greater Vancouver Area and each of the children attended a 

school within this area. Five of the participants’ children were attending a high school,

four were attending a middle school, and two were in elementary school. The children

came from the following different British Columbia school districts: Nos. 39, 42, 43, and 

44. To ensure the children’s confidentiality, individual schools will not be named. In

adherence with the ethical guidelines of this study, individual disability diagnoses

specifics are not discussed, and all parents and children were assigned names for

purposes of anonymity. Table 1.1 (over the page) details the parents and their children

within this study.

Data Collection

Participants met with me for up to one hour for one session that was recorded using

an audio device. Each session began with an open-ended question and then I asked

clarifying questions. After each interview, I recorded two items: my reflections on the

interview and a transcript of the interview. My reflections identified what I experienced,

any initial themes that emerged, and any changes in how the data was gathered – as

per suggestions by Kirby, Greaves, and Reid (2006). This encouraged adherence to the

descriptive phenomenological approach. A copy of the transcript was sent to the

respective parent for his or her review. The purpose of this was to confirm participant

validity. Upon receipt of the approved transcripts, the data was then analyzed for

emergent themes. 

Approach to Analysis

Wojnar and Swanson (2007) describe six key distinctions that make descriptive

phenomenology unique compared to other forms of phenomenology (i.e., interpretive,

hermeneutics, etc.) and relate to my approach to analysis. According to these authors,

descriptive phenomenology focuses on: (a) describing the essences of one’s experience; 

(b) viewing a person as one representative of the reality where he or she exists; 

(c) consciousness is what humans share; (d) researchers need to strip previous

knowledge and bias to present an “investigator-free” description of the phenomenon; 

(e) adherence to scientific rigour ensures descriptions of essences; and (f) bracketing
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permits interpretation free of bias. The rigour involved in this methodology challenged

me to analyze the data until the individual essences had been captured. 

Analysis was completed using Colaizzi’s (1978, cited in Kornhaber & Wilson, 2011;

Martins, 2008; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007) method for descriptive phenomenology.

Colaizzi’s method of data analysis comprises the following seven steps: 1. Multiple

readings of the transcribed interviews of the phenomena; 2. Extracting significant

statements related to the research study from the transcripts; 3. Formulated meanings

are then extracted from these statements; 4. Meanings are categorized into themes; 5.

Results are turned into a description of the experience; 6. Participants then validate the

descriptions; and 7. Feedback from participants is then incorporated into the

descriptions.
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Table 1.1. Study Participant Descriptions

Parent’s

Name

Child’s

Name

No. of

schools

Grade Disability Classroom Type School

District

1. Mary 1. Tanya 5 7 Intellectual Mainstream with

adaptive programming

39

2. Karen 2. Tamara 3 8 Physical and

Intellectual

Specialized 39

3. Rachel 3. Francine 2 10 Physical and

Intellectual

Mainstream with

modified program

39

4. Lori 4. Greg 3 11 Intellectual Mainstream 39

5. Jon 2 9 Intellectual and

Developmental

Specialized 39

5. Cindy 6. Dave 6 11 Intellectual and

Developmental

Mainstream 39

7. Andy 4 9 Intellectual and

Developmental

Mainstream 39

6. Jen 8. Robert 1 1 Developmental Mainstream 44

7. Rose 9. Laura 1 1 Developmental Mainstream 44

8. Amy 10. Mike 3 5 Intellectual Specialized 42

9. Tim 11. Sara 1 4 Physical Mainstream 43



It is my belief that by carefully following these steps my analysis falls within the

scope of descriptive phenomenology. I reviewed each of the transcripts numerous times

and then pulled out significant statements. These statements were reviewed for

meaning and then placed into themes. These themes permitted the writing up of a rich

description of the given phenomenon. 

Ethical Considerations

An ethics application was completed that outlined the details of my study. This

involved a review by the University of Victoria’s Human Research Ethics Committee. A

key aspect was the opportunity to revisit the participants for follow-up interviews using

their data to inform my research question. This ensured that the data received is

accurate and reflects the attitudes and opinions of the participants involved in the

study. As well, confidentiality was a high priority, especially as my data is confined to one 

geographic location. As previously discussed, names were changed for anonymity;

however, descriptions of the child’s disability and type of school placement may limit the 

amount of confidentiality that parents will have. Participants were made aware of these

limits to confidentiality both verbally and in writing through the consent form that each

had to sign. 

Trustworthiness

“Trustworthiness” speaks to the truthfulness that is the veracity or accuracy of the

transcriptions that have been collected from the participants. In order to ensure the

trustworthiness of the results, three processes were undertaken. The first is that the

transcribed interviews, i.e., the data, were presented to participants to ensure that my

transcriptions were in line with their words and their intentions. Second, the data was

reviewed in conjunction with the literature to see if similar and/or contrasting results

were found. Finally, the benefit of using descriptive phenomenology is the adherence to

the participants’ shared data to ensure that my interpretations of the interviews, the

data, did not interfere with my descriptions and my rendition and understanding of

them. 

Findings
The findings of my interviews indicated that each parent considered many factors,

when making their choice of a school. Through data analysis, I have located six broad

themes to describe their experience: the school itself; the child’s needs; the parent’s

own experience; the family’s involvement in the decision; non-school supports; and
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availability or lack of choice. Each individual parent’s experience of selecting a school

was different; the following is a very brief description of the many aspects presented in

a sequential manner.

Theme #1 – The School Itself

For many parents, the decision in selecting a school directly involved considering the 

school’s program, while other parents were more focused on the school staff. Some

parents mentioned the physical location and size were a concern and many parents

shared that the associated costs and fees influenced their school choice.

The school’s program had an impact on the decision of a number of the parents with 

respect to what school their child went to. For Rose and Cindy, there was a particular

need they were looking for. Rose stated it was important their child’s school had a

full-time kindergarten program, “I wanted her to be in full-time kindergarten and at the

time, there was only one school that offered it.”

A common discussion point among many parents was the question of selecting a

mainstream program versus a specialized or modified program for their child. For Cindy,

her decision revolved around whether to keep Dave in a mainstream program or place

him in a specialized classroom. She opted to remove him from a mainstream program in 

favour of a specialized program: 

The expec ta tions are different, so he was starting to feel...different. You know? He

was isolated in a way, he had to go to the nurse at lunch time to take his medi ca tion,

because he needed it part way through the day. 

While the individual school’s program can certainly impact a parent’s decision, some 

parents mentioned that it was the staff at a particular school that influenced their

decision. School staff can have a direct relationship to the selection of a school and

parents shared their experience of meeting school staff, in the process of making their

choice of a school. Parents spoke about their experiences with the school

administrators (i.e., principals, vice-principals), the teachers, and the support staff (CYC

workers, educational assistants, etc.) and the impact such experiences had on selecting 

a school. 

Lori could point to one experience that assisted with selecting a school for her son,

Greg. Greg met the school’s music teacher and that sealed the deal. “So he went down

and he saw all these guitars and musical equipment and he met the music teacher. One 

of the music teachers, who is terrific, and that was it, he was sold.” 
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Many of them also indicated that the school’s support staff influenced their school

choice in a positive manner. In Amy’s case, moreover, it was actually on the

encouragement of the public school staff who assisted her with making an initial

change of school post-diagnosis. She recreated the conversation, “I talked to them

pretty bluntly and said, ‘What would you do if this was your kid?’ and they were like, ‘No, 

I would take him elsewhere.’” 

The physical location and size of the school played a part in many of the school

choices parents made. The location was discussed in relation to its proximity to their

homes, the number of busy streets between the two locations, and even in terms of

socio-economic class. For some parents “size” related to the physical size of the school

and for others, the size of the classes in the school. Many parents explained how their

decision was made when selecting their neighbourhood school. Cindy described the

importance of a neighbourhood school of a smaller size: “I chose this high school,

because it was in our area for one reason. And also, it happens to be the smallest high

school, not physically, but the least amount of students in all of Vancouver.” Jen was the 

only parent who stated that the location of the school, with respect to socio-economic

class, was a consideration. She said, “It’s a very middle-class place, so to be honest

with you, if he went to any school, it would be fine, you know.” 

The financial cost weighed heavily for many parents when sharing their experiences

of finding a school. For some, the high costs acted as a deterrent preventing the

selection of a school, for others they were able to afford the extra costs to meet their

child’s needs, and one parent even found that they were paying strictly for the extra

support. Amy puts into perspective how much the financial costs weigh on a parent’s

decision: 

We got some money and that was great, but not every body can get that. So I think the 

money is a massive deter rent to anybody doing any of this. And I think that’s a crime

actu ally, because these kids, I don’t think, really can get what they need from the

public school system. 

Theme #2 – Child’s Needs

For many parents, their child’s individual needs were a consideration of paramount

importance in the process of school placement. These needs included: (a) finding a

school that had other disabled children; (b) ensuring that the school could support their

child’s emotional needs; (c) finding a school that gave them confidence that their child
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was in a safe environment ; (d) locating a school that supported their child’s social

needs and (e) could the school support their child’s diagnosis. 

Amy stated that it was important that other children had similar needs as her child,

 … I feel like it’s impor tant for him to be in a school where he’s not the only person

that has the problem, so he doesn’t feel set apart so much, because he’s super sensi --

tive, so that’s impor tant. For Cindy, it was about focusing on Dave’s self-esteem and

ensuring that he had a normal expe ri ence. At that point, I really wanted to salvage his

self-esteem, and I really felt that the peers were going to be a big part of that. 

Rachel actually found that it was important that Francine be in a mainstream

program, as it was a benefit for the other children, “I think it’s to the benefit of the

typical kids as well, that they be around special needs students, as they’re all different

and that’s what society is made up of.”

Directly related to the child’s needs, of course, is finding an appropriate school

matched to their child’s individual needs based on the child’s diagnosis. For some

parents, the experience of choosing a school was influenced, even dictated, by first

getting a diagnosis and then finding a school matched to their child’s need. Amy, for

example, was unable to get her child into a school that she wanted until she had a

diagnosis. In contrast, Cindy found that she was able to get some movement without a

diagnosis thanks to the assistance of a principal, “And at the end of Grade 2, the

Principal said, “You know, I’ve been observing him and he seems to really have attention 

deficit.”

Theme #3 – Parents’ Own Experience

Some of the parents shared the fact that their own personal and/or work experience 

impacted the school choice they made for their child. As well, they specifically related

how having an older child had influenced their choice. In Amy’s situation, her work as a

health care professional has given some basis to her decision. Jen revealed that her

decision was also influenced by work that directly involved going into the different

schools, “We were in and out of every school in the lower mainland. So I knew all the

demographics, so I knew which schools in North Van were considered to be lower demo, 

socio-economics...” Having an older child who had been through the school system was

mentioned by Amy, Cindy, Lori, and Mary as playing a part in their process of selecting a

school. Lori mentioned that having an elder child attend the school meant that she

knew what she was getting into.
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Theme #4 – Family’s Involvement in Decision

Partner and family support was brought up by many of the parents and, in particular, 

the lack of such support that often existed. As well, it was discussed if their affected

child was involved in deciding their own school. For Amy, it was necessary to make the

decision on her own at first because her husband was still in denial about their child’s

diagnosis. She describes this problem, “I was trying to convince my husband that we

should spend the money, because he was in worse denial than me. I could see that we

couldn’t allow him to stay in the public school system.”

Two of the parents, Karen and Rose, are single parents and discussed making the

school choices without any support from their family members. Karen is a single mother 

and can relate to not having access to family members to assist in making a school

choice. “Historically, it’s all been done by me. My family... uhh... you know, Tamara’s got

these weird sort of things and it makes people nervous.”

Cindy and Lori also shared their experience around how much involvement their

children had in selecting their own school. For Cindy, even though her son, Dave, was

entering high school, it was still mostly her decision:

Yah, I think that prob ably, ulti mately, it was my deci sion. Umm, all of the stress and

anxiety that we had from elemen tary school, I really wanted to mini mize that and sort

of give him a good start that I didn’t feel that he got in elemen tary. 

Theme #5 – Non-School Supports

While I have explored how the actual schools in question have influenced parents’

school choice, a number of parents also highlighted the non-school supports that

assisted making their school choice too. In particular, they mentioned other parents as

a key support and cited the aid they received from outside organizations. Tim, Rose,

Lori, Rachel, and Karen stated that knowledge and experience gathered from other

parents assisted them with selecting a school. The information gathered from other

parents was focused around the approval and/or disapproval of various school options.

In particular, Tim was new to the area and found the support, advice, and information

from the neighbourhood parents to be helpful. Tim tells how, “We also discussed with

other parents about the reputation of this school, the reputation of this school is okay.”

Other parents actually disapproved of Rachel’s school choice. She shared, “It was really

difficult, people were, like, ‘Just pull her out, it’s not worth the stress.’ I wasn’t willing to

do it.”
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Support groups and/or services influenced how Amy, Jen, Rachel, Cindy, and Karen

chose a school. The supports and services they accessed ranged from supports groups

found via the Internet to organizations that offer specific services to those with a

specific disability. Amy, for example, was seeking support from wherever she could find

it: “I was grabbing any information that I could find from any different…the Internet,

different people, talking to learning disability support groups and things like that.” For

Cindy, the use of outside sources, specifically the ADHD parenting program, assisted

with her making a school choice and she would recommend this program to others too.

Rachel differs in her use of non-school supports; she actually brought in her own

support for each meeting around school placements. She refers to this person as her

own “advocate”.

Theme #6 – Availability or Lack of Choice

Ironically, for a study that reviews parental experiences of school choice, there were

a number of parents who emphasized what they felt was actually a lack of choices

available to them. Initially, Tim was happy about the support that his daughter was

receiving at her school. She had started with a full-time one-on-one worker but with

each passing year, there was less and less time for such an interaction, but he does not

feel there was anything that he could do. Amy found one of her school choices ceased to 

be an option once they discovered that her child had a learning disability. “…they

basically told me that if your kid has a learning disability that they can’t come there.”

Once she found a school that she wanted that did accept students with a disability, it

was not as easy as simply enrolling. It involved, “…you have to fill out reams of paper to

get into these schools. Oh, and then you have to promise to spend and you have to

support them with volunteer hours...” 

The experience of not having a choice has led two of the parents to look further at

the legislation around school placement. Rachel and Mary brought up legislation as a

factor involved in their decision. For Rachel, this was in relation to school staff trying to

make the decision for her. However, she was aware of her rights and stated: 

I remember meeting with 16 people sitting at the table from the Vancouver school

[board], with super in ten dents and assis tant super in ten dents, and they knew the easy

answer. I was like, “No, you legally have an obli ga tion to provide her with an

educa tion...”
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She then had to go the extra step of involving a lawyer. “I did get a lawyer and he

helped, I had to hire a lawyer for a little bit and that, you know, and sometimes, you have 

to take those drastic steps.” 

Discussion: Findings In Relation to Literature Review

Theme #1 – The School Itself

Holmes (2008) found that within Canada there were five types of choice with

respect to schools. With regard to school choice in my study, three parents opted for

independent schools, specifically private schools for individuals with a learning

disability. Charter schools are not an option in Vancouver; however, there are mini

schools. Rachel and Jen stated that had a mini school existed for their child with a

disability, they might have pursued it, but this currently is not an option. 

As the existing literature showed, social class also shapes school choice; that is, by

the income and education of the parents who make these choices such that

middle-class parents take more advantage of choice than lower-class families (Gewirtz

et al., 1995). The participants in my study certainly noted that the financial costs played 

a major role in their selection of a school. 

Rogers (2007) discovered, namely, whether parents wish their child to be placed in

mainstream or specialized classrooms. The conversation around specialized versus

mainstream was brought up by a few of the parents. Jen summed up the discussion by

looking at it from two different angles: (a) parents send their child to a school with a

number of special needs kids because they will excel; and (b) parents send their child to 

a school with fewer special needs kids because they will, in all probability, get more

attention. 

Additionally, where school characteristics figure in school choice, the literature

suggests that parents were generally most concerned with the teaching style of their

child’s teacher (Manley-Casmir, 1982). This held true here as well: all parents in my

study mentioned the direct relationship of school staff to their selection of a school. For

Karen, it was the principal who found the high school program for her daughter after

several failed attempts to locate an appropriate high school for her. Lori found that after

her son met the music teacher at one prospective school, her son was sold on going

there. 

My study also indicated that support staff had an impact on the selection of a

school. For example, Tim found the reduction in support staff led him to consider
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another school for his daughter. Amy was actually encouraged by the support staff to

leave one school.

A final factor that can influence school choice is the child’s location, especially in a

rural environment. Research has indicated that rural parents of children with a disability 

have neither the same access nor participation rate compared to urban parents (Trussel 

et al., 2008). While none of this study’s parents were located in a rural area, a number

of parents did, however, indicate that the school’s location was a factor in their decision. 

For example, Rose selected a school in her neighbourhood because it fit the

requirements she was looking for, in that it was in a residential setting not near any busy 

streets. 

Theme #2 – The Child’s Needs

A key issue identified in previous studies is the problem with the long waiting period

before a child can be diagnosed as having a disability (Rogers, 2007). Without this

diagnosis, parents are unable to gain access to needed services and make informed

school choices. This too was confirmed in my study, in that many parents noted having

to push for a diagnosis before they could select a school for their child. Amy and Lori

each stated that they could not get into a school without having a diagnosis. 

Where the needs of the children of the parents who participated in this study were

concerned, neither academic reputation (Manley-Casmir, 1982), nor academic

achievement appeared to be a concern. Behavioural influences rather than academic

influences seemed to be in the forefront. Rose and Jen both selected schools they

hoped would have a positive impact on their own child’s behaviour. 

Another issue not addressed in the general literature on school selection but visible

in my study, is that parents were concerned whether their child’s social needs were

being addressed by their school. Cindy wanted an environment that would assist her

son’s self-esteem and ensure that he had a normal experience. 

Theme #3 – The Parent’s Own Experience

Existing studies note that parents rely on their intuition when choosing a school.

Parents make intuitive assessments about a school’s atmosphere as indicated by the

school’s administrators, teachers, students, building, and location (Gewirtz et al., 1995;

Manley-Casmir, 1982). The parents in my study did not highlight intuition but, instead,

made their decisions based upon experiences related to their careers, previous

interactions with the school system, or being a single parent. 
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Jen and Amy used their own work experience to determine their school choices,

while thinking ahead to the future. Cindy and Karen’s experiences as single parents

were found to be influential in their decisions. Amy, Cindy, Lori, and Mary mentioned

that the previous experiences of their older children with the school systems had

assisted them with making a choice. 

Theme #4 – Family Involvement in Decision

A dimension of choice that arose in this study is the fact that these parents did not

make these decisions on their own; rather, there was family involvement in selecting a

school. The participants in this study mentioned both partner support and their own

child’s involvement in the selection process. Amy and Jen both found that they were the

main decision-makers around school choice. For Amy, this had to do with her husband

having difficulty accepting their son’s diagnosis. Rose and Karen are single parents and

therefore are the sole decision-makers. Cindy felt that it was mostly her decision for

both of her sons. 

Theme #5 – Non-School Supports

The theme of receiving assistance from resources outside the formal school system

and one’s family has been previously discussed in the literature and was evident in my

study too. Many of the parents in this study were helped by such non-school supports as 

other parents, support groups, and organizations. The reputation of the school can be

influenced by word of mouth, which demonstrates the influence that peers may have

over parents’ school choices (Gewirtz et al., 1995). Tim, Rose, Lori, Rachel, and Karen

stated that knowledge and experience gathered from other parents influenced how each 

of them selected a school. Tim indicated that other parents helped to inform his

decision. 

Parents of a child with a disability may also receive support from a peer group or

volunteer advocacy group (Booth et al., 1992; Rogers, 2007). Amy was seeking support

wherever she could find it and this included: the Internet, parent groups, and disability

associations. Lori received support from other parents by attending support groups and

organizations (e.g. ADHD parenting program). Rachel’s experience of using an advocate

is unique to this study. The use of advocates has been mentioned within the field of

disability; Bacon and Causton-Theoharis (2012) studied 17 families with a child with a

disability and many utilized an advocate during the IEP meetings held with the school. 
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Theme #6 – Availability or Lack of Choice

Although Gewirtz et al. (1995) argue that everyone is able to make a choice, when it

comes to selecting a school, some of the parents in this study would disagree. As Booth

et al. (1992) already found, schools may reject a child, citing that they are unable to

cope with the child’s needs. School funding plays a role in this, as exemplified by the

experience of Mary who stated the school outright refused to accept her child due to

funding issues. 

According to the literature, one of the factors influencing school choice for parents of 

a child with a disability is legislation. Rogers (2007) observes that in some cases,

parents do not agree with an assessment and must initiate a legal battle to have their

choice respected. Rachel and Mary were the only two parents to discuss legislation.

Rachel was at a meeting with school staff, where they were trying to make her school

choice for her, but she informed them that they had a legal obligation to provide her

daughter with a proper education. 

Implications of this Study 

The potential implications of the findings of the present study for parents of a child

with any disability could be significant. For example, encouraging them to consider the

experiences of others in a similar situation may prompt parents to speak to one another, 

something the parents who participated in this study found valuable. Further, it could

lead to the development of new policies and processes to support parents in selecting

the appropriate school for their child. Quite a number of parents mentioned that there

does not seem to be a step-by-step guide on school choice and perhaps information

within this study could help the education system to develop a type of informational

pamphlet. Ideally, information from this study may encourage parents to utilize the many 

organizations and support groups that are willing to support parents in their school

selection.

The potential implications are not limited to parents. This study could also assist

school board personnel (e.g. administrators, teachers and support staff, including

educational assistants, CYC workers, etc.) in Vancouver. This study’s participants were

all from the Greater Vancouver area and this allows these districts, and particularly their 

staff, to review the data and determine if their policies and processes are really

addressing the needs of parents of a child with a disability. As a CYC practitioner, I know 

that our intention is most likely to create a positive experience for all that we work with.

This study allows us to now be aware of our impact within these intentions.
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Limitations and Further Research

This study has its limitations and there is still a great deal of room for further

research. First, it is important to recognize that this research offers detailed

descriptions of the experience of a group of parents of children with disabilities, but that 

for many it is an ongoing experience that may change and unfold differently in

subsequent years. Second, all of the participants reside in the Greater Vancouver Area.

Therefore, this research is limited to this area. It does not necessarily follow that other

parents within the city, Province of British Columbia, or across Canada have gone

through the same process in finding a school for their child with a disability. Another

potential area for further research could involve more specificity regarding the type of

disability that the child has. Parents’ experiences could be quite similar or vastly

different based on the individual child’s disability. Finally, on the topic of participants, it

may be beneficial to have a group of parents of able-bodied children within the same

city interviewed, in order to examine the similarities and differences that they

experience while choosing a school for their children. 

Concluding Remarks
The parents within my study have openly shared the lengths that they have had to go 

to ensure that their children receive a proper education. Many have indicated that the

public school system with its current mandates, is not supportive of the needs of their

child and, consequently, they selected private schools that will offer the support. The

parents that are within the system appear to be in an ongoing battle to get services and

then each year, they have to continue to fight for that support to continue. Teachers and

support staff within the public schools are openly expressing to the parents that this

environment is not the right fit for their child and encouraging them to attend other

schools. This speaks to the need for more support within areas of training, funding and,

frankly, extra staff required to assist with making inclusive education a reality. While this 

study presents nine perspectives of this situation, I am confident that it is likely a

common view on the present situation for many parents across this country.

The experiences presented by each of the parents in this study are both

heart-warming and heart-breaking. All of these parents are to be commended for the

amount of effort they continually put forth to ensure that their children receive the

education that they deserve. My purpose at the start of the study was to take a small

step toward allowing the voices of these parents to be heard by others. I am extremely

grateful to the parents for their dedication in devoting their valuable time and support to 

this project. Personally and professionally, as a CYC practitioner and researcher, I
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commit to finding ways to ensure that their generosity can be recognized and repaid

through future work that continues to focus on allowing marginalized voices the

opportunity to share their experiences. 
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S
chool is supposed to be an exciting experience, a chance to embrace the

opportunity to learn and embark on a career path of your choosing. A student’s

academic path is believed to lead to a career path that will provide financial

stability and a good quality of life. Unfortunately, this idea is not a reality for students

who leave school early. Early school leavers are students who, for a number of reasons,

drop out of their secondary education before receiving their high school diploma.

Research has also labelled early school leavers as “students who struggle with their

race, gender, pregnancy, mental health, low income status and family background.”

(Timmons & Ostridge , 2009). Since “Research has suggested that low income status

and family background are two of the main reasons youth drop out of school” (Renzulli

& Park 2000), this paper will focus on four aspects of early school leavers. The

important aspects that I will examine are family and socioeconomic background, the

educational system and the work force. When early school leavers drop out of school it

seems that their aspirations diminish and the question is why? What contributes to the

loss of their desire to complete their education and why, if education is the key to a

better future, do young people decide to leave school early? Moreover, what is the

relationship between early school leavers, social forces, and the perception of identity? 
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Family background and socioeconomic status
Does the social structure in society play a role in the diminished aspirations of early

school leavers? It is believed that society plays a major role in the outcome of a child’s

life due to the way we view different social statuses in society. Gender, class and

ethnicity are something we are born into, but our education is something we need to

desire (Murray, Linden & Kendall, 2014). According to many theorists who have studied

children, children are born to learn and have the desire to explore their world (Kail &

Zolner, 2005). With that said, when does the drive to learn diminish and when does

exploring the world seem pointless? Many students expect that their families will

support their aspirations and encourage them throughout their learning experience.

However, in most circumstances with early school leavers, it is the complete opposite.

Some early school leavers come from homes of low socioeconomic status in society, or

from homes where their parents or siblings have also been faced with leaving school

early. This could potentially be a contributing factor to the development of a negative

outlook regarding opportunities to succeed in the educational setting. According to Bask 

and Salmela-Aro (2012), “Parents may affect their children’s aspirations and motivation

in many other ways, and good parenting and communication between parents and

children positively influence how well the children do at school.” This is an important

statement to reflect on, given that early school leavers’ parents tend to allow their

children more freedom, disregard their grade efforts and lack the much needed

communication to support their child’s learning experience (Bask & Salmela-Aro, 2012).

Looking outside the family home it is important to look at the social system in which

the student lives, as this can dramatically affect early school dropout (Tyler, T. G, 2011).

Tyler, (2011) suggests that the geographic area in which the student lives can actually

be used to predict dropout rates. Growing up in a high risk neighbourhood leaves little

opportunity for positive role models and tends to negatively impact a child’s emotional,

physical and mental development (Harding, 2003). Without positive role models in the

home and/or in their day to day environment how does one think that a child can

prosper in their education? The sad reality is reflected in research conducted by Harding 

(2003), who has suggested that growing up in a high risk neighbourhood “doubles” the

chances of leaving school early. So, reflecting back on social structures, evidence shows 

that an early school leaver’s decision to leave school can be impacted by their home

and community life. 
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Education, schools and teachers 
Early school leavers are not only impacted by their socioeconomic status and their

family background but they are also highly influenced by their schools (Gleason &

Dynarski, 2002). The next question to ask is: does the school system truly create a

positive atmosphere and opportunity for these youth to learn and grow above and

beyond their social standing? Schools are one of the main resources for adolescents to

learn and function effectively in our society (Croninger & Lee, 2001). If this is the case

why do some young people continue to choose the path towards leaving school rather

than embracing the opportunity to continue their studies and thus create more positive

future opportunities? According to Murray, Linden and Kendall (2014), the education

system has what is known as a “hidden curriculum”. This hidden curriculum is defined

as “The transmission of cultural values and attitudes, such as conformity and obedience 

through authority” (Murray, Linden & Kendall, 2014. p. 406). For those who have known

social risks, this often means that there are lower expectations set out for these young

people from low income families within the educational system. This unfortunately

creates a false perception that every child can succeed, as schools across cities tend to

develop their curriculums differently depending on the population of students attending

the school, which suggests that students from low income homes may do poorly

(Murray, Linden & Kendall, 2014). 

It is apparent when looking at the Ontario Ministry of Education website that their

view on the success of the student population conflicts with research. According to the

Ontario Ministry of Education, a school environment should consist of safety, inclusion

and acceptance in order for students to succeed in their education. The Ontario Ministry 

of Education also states in their parent information section on their website “Students

cannot be expected to reach their full potential in an environment where they feel

insecure and intimidated.” (Queens’ Printer for Ontario, 2016). With that said what does 

the Ministry of Education in Ontario consider to be insecure and intimidating to these

students? Further study of the website shows that it promotes available resources to

support students in their education, such as anti bullying campaigns, new mental health 

workers in schools and public awareness campaigns etc. To summarize, the Ministry of

Education is suggesting valuable productive movements are in place to support all

students, including those who feel insecure and intimidated. However, an article by

Gleason and Dynarski (2002) states that “Research confirms that systems put in place

to support early school leavers actually do not target these specific students.” These

students continue to fall under the radar, and still continue to drop out of school. What

is our educational system not willing to acknowledge or see with early school leavers?
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Perhaps it is not the content of messages about safety and security that are the

problem; perhaps it is how these messages are delivered, supported and perceived that 

is missing the mark. 

The work force 
Lastly, can job opportunities be blamed for early school drop outs? Students can

head down a path that limits their future opportunities when they feel they are being

forced, or that their identity is marginalized. Often students who give up on their

education only then try to find a place within the work force. This decision can impact

their future educational success and choices. Early school leavers tend to leave their

education before they have acquired a thorough picture of employment demands and

the requirements for long term financial stability. Clearly it would be easier, more

effective and more appropriate, to support a student who is considering leaving school

early than to attempt to effect a change or reverse a decision long after the young

person has exited the education system. 

 Early school leavers embark on a chance of freedom from the negative educational

experience in the hope of finding a way to make it through life. At a young age in school

we are taught that if you don’t succeed try again, or in this case try something new. This

is where early school leavers face another hard reality and learn that their drive to make 

money and support themselves is not enough in today’s society. It is likely that early

school leavers quickly develop a new perception of the work force that it is just as

unwelcoming to them as their education settings were. They discover the limited

opportunities they have without a high school diploma and face yet another

disappointment in their lives. Without a high school diploma and now with limited job

opportunity early school leavers quickly define themselves as failed products of society.

For many, the only option is an increased dependence on social welfare. Unfortunately,

statistics show that early school leavers will more than likely head down a path of “poor

health, unemployment and even incarceration” (Bowers, Sprott & Taff, 2012). 

Conclusion
In closing, there is evidence to suggest that the educational system and society

need to work together to help decrease the number of early school leavers. One

opportunity lost is one too many. However, with this in mind, where do we start? Should

we continue to place blame on different aspects of an early school leaver’s life or should 

we be focusing on the gaps in our systems. It is important then that those working to

support young people pay attention to more than just ‘performance’ as a ‘student’.
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Rather we should attend to the life context of the young person – including family,

socioeconomic background, the educational system itself and pivotal factors related to

the student’s perception of the work force. Deeper knowledge about the growing issue

of early school leavers, coupled with a positive perception of assisting students not to

become identified as early school leavers can increase the opportunities for success for

every student. “Remember failing to prepare is preparing to fail” - Benjamin Franklin 
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Lessons in Child and Youth Care:
a South African narrative

Alfred Harris

T
oday I want to take you on my journey and my own development as a Child and

Youth Care (CYC) worker. This occupation is not something that I dreamed of doing

while I was at school. I remember that I had a few dream jobs that I wanted to do.

The first job that I dreamed about was to become a pilot after I saw, as a nine year old,

an aeroplane flying and wondered who drives that thing. I went and asked my father

who explained to me and then I said I want to do that. Later on in life as I became wiser

I had a change of mind and decided to become an accountant. As you can see today

none of those became a reality. However, I still sometimes dream of becoming an

accountant. 

So how did I fall into CYC work, and yes, ‘fell’ into CYC, as it was not something I

planned to do? I was looking for a job in the government at a certain time in my life. I

was now married, father of a child and needed some long term security and a

government job will give you that, was my thought. At that stage I did not even know how 

to go about it or where to look. However things changed for me one night in a pub – yes, 

a pub. Someone that used to live in the same area was working for the government in

the HR department and told me that he could organise a job for me. I thought “well let’s 

just see”. It materialised a few weeks later. 

I was invited for an interview and afterwards was told the job was mine and that I

should go to the regional office where the institution was located.  I remember meeting

people at this office and one person saying “Here are the people who are going to make 

things right”. I did not know what was wrong.  At this stage I still did not know where I

would be working, although I had now worked out that it was with boys. When I heard

the name of the place, my first thought was that we would have to move as the place’s

name sounds very rural – Bonnytoun. I remember that I thought I heard Bonnievale.  As

you can gather, I was a bit confused. At the meeting with the representatives of the

regional office we were given instructions where to go – they said we could walk from

there to the place we had to be. What a surprise it was that you could walk to the place.

We were also told to whom we should speak. We went on our way and met the manager
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of Bonnytoun who informed us that we must be there the next day. We had a choice of

shifts, morning or afternoon. I chose the morning shift. So the next day, 2nd February

1986, I started to work at Bonnytoun working for the government – a dream come true. I 

had never heard about the place or what work was done there.

Arriving on my first day at work was an adventure, as there was no-one to welcome

me, no orientation, nothing.  I arrived at Bonnytoun ready to work, not knowing what I

was going to do. I arrived at 5.50 a.m. to start at 6.00 a.m. and not knowing where to

go. Eventually someone came and, not introducing himself, just said “Are you the guy

who is starting here today?".  At the same time another one came and said “I will take

him with me.” I am wondering where to. So here we go, up the stairs and into a

dormitory. He then started to wake the boys up. “Is this what and how it is done?” I

wonder. After waking up the boys, I did know what I should do, so I just stood around.

The guy then said to me that he would be back soon. He left me in the company of all

these boys – and I must tell you that some of the boys were seriously big. Here I am

standing still, not having a clue as to what I need to do. Eventually the other person

comes back and just gives one big shout: “LINE UP.” What does that mean? All the boys

then file into one line and off we go to breakfast I discover. After the boys had their

breakfast it was time for the staff to enjoy breakfast. And so my first day went by

completing forms, no one explaining to me what was expected of me. The only thing that 

I knew in the first week was that the next week I must work afternoon shift.

As you have realised by now, my introduction to CYC work was not very

developmental or exciting. That’s how the first months were for me. All that was

expected of me was to be sure that I was at work and complete my shift. There was

limited or no real engagement with the boys. It was only important to make sure that the 

boys received the essential things to survive. The environment was good for staff and

the children generally complied to make things easy for all. I remember that the first

weekend that I worked I decided that I could not be there and do nothing with the boys. I 

then decided to draft a very simple weekend programme. I presented this to my

colleague who calmly informed me that here we didn’t do such things. Weekends were

long so the staff  used the time to rest. What a job!  You come to work to rest.

After a while the staff was informed that we were getting a new boss. All of us were

nervous about who this new boss was going to be. To further add to our concern was

the fact that this person was from the NGO sector. The response of the staff was: what

did this person know about government work and the children that we look after?  We

were also informed that the person was from a children’s home. We were convinced

that this person had bitten off more than he/she could chew. On a certain day the
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manager called me to his office. As I arrived  I saw this tall gentleman with jeans and

trainers in the office. The manager introduced the man to me as the new manager.

“Ok,” I thought, “just as the people said, this one is out of his depth. How can a

manager come for his first day to work in jeans and trainers?” I was asked by the

current manager to show the new manager around the place. We walked around and I

showed him all the places that he should know. I remember him asking a number of

questions. One of the things that I had learned by now was how to answer a question by

giving an answer that said nothing. 

After the visit all the other colleagues asked me about the new manager. I could not

say much. The day arrived when the new manager started to work at Bonnytoun. He

looked a transformed man with a suit and everything. On the second day in his job a

meeting was called where he introduced himself to the staff, giving us all the

information that we needed. The next meeting was with the child care staff. The new

manager set out his vision as to the quality of care that he expected at Bonnytoun.  This

was way beyond what we were doing, or had even thought of doing. I remember him

saying that if anyone had thoughts of hurting any of the children it would be best for

them to resign before that happened. He was very serious when he said this. I must

confess that this led to a silent rebellion against the manager. We child care staff

maintained that he did not know what he was talking about; did he know the boys we

work with? These were not sweet little children in a children’s home. This is what we

discussed amongst ourselves. 

The next meeting we had with the new manager was even more concerning. He

informed us that we would all be provided with training. None of us even knew that

there was training available to do this work. The child care staff was not happy to

undergo training. He said that the training was going to take place and that it was

compulsory for all to attend. The questions in all our minds were: who are these people

who will be training us?; do they know the kind of children that we work with?; maybe

the training is okay for children’s homes, but Bonnytoun? No way. On the day the child

care staff were instructed all to be present at the first training session. There we were,

sitting in the dining hall and in walks our manager with someone else – the trainer. We

all sat through the two hours of training. Nobody made a contribution or asked a

question – this was our plan to throw the trainer off his track. Alas, the trainer was not

put off. He came back for the next five days. This was just our introduction to training.

What followed was that all the members of staff were registered to attend training

offered by the NACCW. We were also instructed to attend NACCW meetings – the

manager was the chairperson of the Western Cape region and at the meetings everyone 
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just wanted to talk to him. I thought that this must be an important person, or very

clever.

Training became institutionalised. All staff had to participate in training. The NACCW

sent in their best trainers to train at Bonnytoun. At the beginning of the training I

attended a session outside of Bonnytoun. Let me just divert here. All the staff went to

training as expected, but no one participated, meaning the trainer would ask questions

and people just kept quiet. Our point was that the training might be good for children at

children’s homes, but not for the boys at Bonnytoun. These are not children who are in

need, but “little criminals” so we knew the training wouldn’t work. We attended only

because we were instructed that we must be in class. I then went to attend the training

session outside of Bonnytoun. The trainer made an example of the developmental

stages of children. At one point she said that a two year old can only respond to one

instruction at a time. I decided to test this theory on my own child and, to my surprise, it

worked. I was then convinced that the theory works, no matter who the child is, as the

development is the same.

Suddenly I was hooked on gaining more knowledge. I could not wait to be in training

to learn more. The work became interesting and I began to understand it. I also began

to attend NACCW regional meetings, and to engage with other CYC workers. I saw that

there were many other people who enjoyed the work.  In the meantime things at

Bonnytoun changed for the better for children. The place was becoming a place where

children flourished. Programmes were implemented, children’s voices were heard.

Bonnytoun functioned so well that people from all over the country wanted to come and

see what was happening there. As staff we really felt that we were the “leaders” in the

field of caring for children.

Things changed.  In 1994 South Africa became a democracy and in 1995 signed the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Children. What then happened was that all

children under 18 years had to be released from prison. It was decided that those

children should be placed at Bonnytoun. This really did not go down well with the staff.

We had many questions about these “criminals” that we would have to care for. We

totally rebelled against the plan. It was as if we had forgotten the knowledge and skills

that we had acquired over the time being at Bonnytoun. Well, things did become bad

before they became better. We were provided with more training to equip us. However,

one of the decisions made by the staff was to “disaffiliate” from the NACCW. We

decided that since we were now working with youth in trouble with the law the training

offered by the NACCW did not meet our needs.  We sought to have other types of

training but we could not find providers.
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Another milestone for the field was in 1999 when the degree course in Child and

Youth Care (CYC) was offered at Technikon South Africa, which later became part of

UNISA (University of South Africa). I and a few other staff at Bonnytoun were registered

to participate in the course. It was in the second year of studies that I realised that I

could not continue to practice in the way that the other CYC workers did, owing to the

knowledge that I had obtained. I decided to practice CYC as I felt it should be practiced.

Suddenly my work became joyful. I started to enjoy being a CYC worker. I also started to

get involved with the NACCW through participating in regional activities. Through my

involvement with the NACCW I was elected as a Regional Chairperson. This further

contributed to me carrying out good child care practice where I was working.  In 2001 I

was chosen to participate in an international CYC worker exchange programme. For six

weeks I went to USA to experience CYC work in that country. I came back with the

knowledge that our CYC work was up with the best. 

At this stage my own development became even more important. I started to read as 

much as possible about CYC. The knowledge that I gained I implemented in my work

and the results were phenomenal. It did not bother me that other colleagues did not

utilise the knowledge that they had also obtained.  I made sure that whenever I worked I 

had a planned programme. I made sure that children experienced some joy each day. 

I also made a decision that, whenever I had the opportunity, I would advocate for the 

CYC field. It sometimes irritated the people who had to listen to me, but I really did not

care what people were saying or thinking. It was a responsibility that I had decided to

take on and I was very serious about seeing that this profession was given the

recognition that it should have. Having a professional board was only one step on a long

ladder. We still had a lot of work to do.

By doing this people began to take an interest in CYC. Suddenly CYC work was being

taken seriously. It became apparent to some people that the role of CYC workers was

not only to look after children but to engage with children.  However, in some cases CYC

workers found it difficult to articulate about the work that they were doing. 

Life moves on and in 2001 I finished my National Diploma at UNISA in Child and

Youth Development. I continued to be an online CYC worker, enjoying every minute of

the work that I was doing. I had a better understanding of my work; everything was

clearer. However, I still felt that I could offer more to the broader field of CYC and I had a 

hunger to know more about the work that we were doing. It was as if I was not full

enough and there was a void that must be filled with knowledge. I remember that I

spoke with a Head of Department of Social Development a long time before I finished

my degree, and she told me that my knowledge should not be available to one facility,
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but to many more people. It did not make sense to me at that stage. It sounded very

exciting, but I did not give it much thought after that informal discussion. 

In 2003 I was promoted from being an online CYC worker to being part of the first

Monitoring and Evaluation (M & E) team at the provincial office. They were exciting

times. I was now able to use the knowledge that I had obtained in a different way. I was

also exposed to much more than just CYC centres, but to the wider range of services in

the province. However, I kept my CYC cap on wherever we engaged with people.  This I

did up until 2007, when a strategic decision was made to change the focus of M&E to

be more compliant focused. Coming from a developmental approach background to

move strictly to compliance was a challenge. I decided that this was not something I

wanted to do, but there were no other jobs for me in the field of child care in the

department. 

However, at the beginning of 2008 it all changed. I made my voice heard, indicating

that I was not happy with the changes in M&E and would like to be placed in a position

more appropriate to my qualifications. I informed the Director of Human Resources

about this. Not to labour the point, a few days after writing to him officially I received a

positive reply. A permanent position was available at the Provincial Office in the Children 

and Families programme. I did not know what it was that I was going to do, but it had

something to do with children. I immediately said that I would take the job.

I arrived for my new post on 1st April 2008. Here I was in the company of social

workers only. I did not feel intimidated because I knew them all and it gave me an

opportunity to influence their thinking about CYC. The job also placed a lot of pressure

on me as I was seen as a representative of the CYC field. My supervisor met with me

and informed me what my job would be: to manage all NGO managed CYC centres and

drop-in centres as described in the Children’s Act. This reminded me of what someone

had told me some years back. You must believe in what you do; people watch to see if

you are convinced about what you stand for. As I think back I remember that when I

came to the Provincial Office and joined the M&E team I made sure that they all

understood what CYC work is: more than just looking after children. I even went as far

as to explain to the executive management of the department the role that CYC work

can play outside the walls and fences of a facility. I saw this as a great opportunity to

“sell” CYC. In this new position I also made sure that I remained in contact with the field

and I continued to read. 

I was also blessed to have joined a team of professionals, not only qualified, but also 

treating each other with the utmost professional respect.  I had to learn quickly about

policies. I was challenged with writing some things and frequently went back to look at

ISSN 2410-2954
Volume 29 Number 2

72



the policies applicable to what I was writing. This really gave me an appetite to continue

with my studies. In 2013 I registered and completed my Btech degree in CYC; the first in 

the Department of Social Development in the Western Cape.   I am currently completing

my post-graduate diploma in Child and Family Studies on my way to complete a Masters

in either Child and Family studies or CYC. 

Looking back over my life as a CYC worker, it might seem that I have achieved a lot.

However, what lies behind me is small in comparison to what lies ahead. There are still

many mountains to climb and rivers to swim. The work that lies ahead is to make sure

the CYC profession receives full recognition at all levels of Government. This would

mean that a person with a CYC qualification could reach the same heights as in any

other profession. The work of CYC must be infused in all levels of services and areas

related to children. Working towards having a CYC degree course available at all tertiary

institutions was a start, which was followed by the establishment of a Masters

programme.  The work has not finished. I can only take a break to look at my

surroundings, but cannot rest until the work is done.  My journey is not over and I am

looking forward with excitement to developments in the field.

How has CYC work changed over these years?

l You can no longer work in the field without training.

l Formal entry qualifications for the field have been established.

l CYC workers can complete a Masters qualification.

l CYC work is no longer about looking after children, but about engaging developmentally

and therapeutically with children.

l CYC workers fully participate in discussions about children.

l CYC workers manage CYC centres

l The Professional Board for Child and Youth Care Workers is in place after a long struggle.

Things that I have learned

l All children have the same developmental needs. It does not matter where they are.

l We expect so much from children and yet we give so little. CYC is more than just turning

up at work.

l You do not know who you are dealing with.

l Children are expected to trust us. I have learned that I should earn the trust of the

children. 
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l Behaviour addresses a need. 

l The knowledge that I obtained must be put into practice and through application new

approaches can be developed.

l I am the only tool that I have to work with.

l Help children dream big and keep the dream alive for them.

l In my work with organisations I have learned that I must first understand the dreams the

organisation has for children and then assist them to realise that before I can have them

work in a different way.

l It is tough to work with people who only have one dream and don’t do anything to fulfil

that dream.
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Abstract

This article examines the use and potential benefits of analogy in

relational child and youth care (CYC) practice.  In addition to offering

some analogies about professional issues in CYC, it offers a framework

for constructing one’s own analogies. Finally, drawing on examples from

the CYC discourse, effective analogies for conceiving and describing core 

relational practice concepts will be reviewed and discussed. 
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***

“One good analogy is worth three hours of conver sa tion”

Dudley Field Malone

 

Introduction
From the relational CYC practitioner’s standpoint, people and the social, cultural,

political, geographical, and historical conditions in which they live are mutually

constituted through an ever-shifting web of reciprocal influences.  CYC practitioners are

constantly assessing the interconnections between different relationships, events,

activities, cultures, values, beliefs, institutions, systems, settings, environments, and
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zeitgeists (K.S.G. Skott-Myhre, 2012; Newbury, 2011; White, 2015).  Therefore,

developing one’s capacity for analogizing can serve as a creative, reflective approach to

exercising relational thinking and communication.  Analogizing is the process of seeing

and relating the elements of a particular idea or circumstance to those of another. 

Analogical processes can deepen levels of awareness and comprehension, and can help 

reframe the meaning of an idea or circumstance by comparing it to something more

relatable or evocative.      

I will now offer a few analogies for conceptualizing some professional issues in the

CYC field.  Subsequently, I will provide a framework structure for developing one’s own

practice analogies, discuss some practical ways that analogy could be used to enrich

practice, and pay homage to some CYC writers who use analogy exceptionally well to

describe core relational practice concepts.

Analogies for Professional Issues in Child and Youth Care 
      

Ice Cubes (Restrictive Care Settings)

Placing youth in restrictive care settings that limit their exposure to other people,

places, and activities outside the care environment is like pouring water into an ice cube 

tray and putting it in the freezer.  Before entering such a setting, youth (like the water in

the tray) may have flowed freely throughout the community and had contact with a

number of people, places, and events – both positive and negative. However, once

placed in the restrictive setting and subjected to its insular, rigid, structures and

expectations, the young person’s mobility and behaviour begin to be limited and shaped 

in relation to the restrictions of their environment (H.A. Skott-Myhre, 2012).  This is akin

to the freezing process in which the water in the ice tray begins turning into cubes.  

Living relatively removed from the larger social fabric, young people come to depend

more on the restrictive care setting to meet their needs, which often involves adhering

and acquiescing to its externally imposed demands and codes of conduct (VanderVen,

1995).  Then, like ice cubes that have fully formed and can be taken out of the freezer,

behavioural indicators signifying young people’s domestication prompts the care setting

to gradually reintegrate them with the extended domains of the life-space.  This,

however, is highly dependent on how well those considered for reintegration can

embody the structures and expectations of the restrictive care setting beyond its

physical confines.  When released for reasons like community time, an outing, a home

visit, etc. they must – whether genuinely or purportedly – present as though conformed

or, metaphorically speaking, as ice cubes that are resistant to melting.  Sadly, this
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“un-meltable” presentation is what a restrictive care setting often looks for to declare its 

influence “successful” and the youth in its care as having been “treated” (Gharabaghi,

2014).  Like removing an ice cube from the freezer to plop it in a glass of water, the

youth who succeeds in appearing treated is discharged from the externally controlled

environment and, with no internalized values or goals, melts back into the margins of

the outside world.

Ocean Waves (Limited Conceptualizations of Youth Behaviour and Accountability)

To define the composition of an ocean wave as a body of water that rushes toward

the shoreline would indeed be a superficial definition.  This merely describes the visible

aspects of a wave’s larger composition.  Elusive to the naked eye are the interconnected 

influences of the moon’s magnetism, the earth’s gravitational pull, and perpetual

volcanic activity at the earth’s core, which is constantly fracturing and reforming the

ocean floor. Additionally, currents at greater ocean depths play a role in what happens

on the surface.  Suffice to say then that a wave would be better defined as an

expression of the relationships between the forces of nature just mentioned.  Likewise,

the same is true of human behaviour.  When practitioners are quick to define and react

to young people based on how they behave within a limited, predetermined set of rules

and expectations of an agency setting, they fail to recognize how youth behaviour is

connected to the dynamic of social, cultural, institutional, political, and historical forces

through which it is enacted and given meaning (Newbury, 2012).  This, of course,

includes the behaviour of CYC practitioners themselves, the settings and communities

through which they encounter youth, and the enveloping political climate of CYC practice 

itself.  Youth…adults…our communities…the field...together we all make waves.

Monoculture Agriculture and Forestry (Homogenous Settings and Practices)

For those who are unfamiliar with monoculture agriculture and forestry, it is the

disproportionate, human cultivation of one particular crop or plant species across a vast 

expanse of land.  Monoculture practices are a way to maximize profit and meet supply

demands that exceed any natural ecosystem’s capacity to sustain one crop or plant

species.  Therefore they heavily rely on the use of various pesticides and herbicides. 

This is necessary to kill off other indigenous plant species, weeds, and insects with

which the monoculture crop or plant would proportionately and harmoniously co-exist.  

Isolated from a rich, bio-diverse surrounding, monoculture crops and plants are also

more susceptible to disease and dying.  That said, according to Suzuki and Dressel

(2002), scientists have discovered that the root systems of various forest plant species
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actually supplement fungi from each other, which in turn enables all species who

engage in this exchange to absorb more life sustaining minerals and water.  This

discovery has begun altering the scientific inclination of separately classifying plant

species and seeing forests as “…a kind of composite organism of interwoven life forms

that are both competing and cooperating” (p.206, emphasis in the original).

As self-proclaimed ecological practitioners, CYC practitioners ought to turn to nature

more often for lessons on ecological diversity and cooperation.  Though the historical

and continued trajectory of CYC is situated in ecological or “life-space” intervention

(Charles & Garfat, 2009), it has also been argued that CYC practitioners who work in

different life-space settings (i.e. child welfare, corrections, education, health care) often

work in separation and, in some cases, in competition with each other’s approaches

(Fulcher & Ainsworth, 2005).  Moreover, the momentum of post-modern thinking in the

CYC discourse is further challenging our tendency to work in separation, urging

practitioners to re-conceptualize their relationships with young people as democratic

partnerships for affecting social change (Blanchet-Cohen & Salazar, 2009; Roholt,

Hildreth & Baizerman, (2007); Shaw-Raudoy & McGregor, 2013; Skott-Myhre, 2005).  

When our settings, colleagues, and the youth we claim to serve, work in isolation of

each other we monoculture our communities, which only weakens our capacity to truly

thrive.  Just like the root systems of a forest share fungi so that numerous plant species

can draw up more minerals and water, we need to share our knowledge and resources

with the intent to collaborate and empower each other.  In isolation we are prone to the

sickness of groupthink, which requires its own type of pesticides and herbicides.  These

usually come in the form of hierarchical decision-making processes and various other

types of external control measures that inhibit creative frontline services (Gharabaghi &

Anderson-Nathe, 2013).  Instead, as Skott-Myhre (2014) argues, we must “become the

common” if we wish to flourish.  

To the degree that our insti tu tions sepa rate anyone within them from what
they can do or become, they are machines that produce misery.  The alter na --
tive is to create insti tu tions that promul gate joy.  Joy is the effect of bodies
together creating and inno vating while collec tively governing them selves
(p.40).

The process of creating the analogies can yield deeper insights and be cathartic,

bringing one closer to struggles in practice while offering some context to play creatively
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with critical thought.  I will elaborate more on this shortly, but next I would like to offer

an approach to developing your own analogies.    

                  

Developing Practice Analogies
Although the framework process for developing one’s own analogies below is

thought to be effective, note that it is not the only way to go about creating analogies.  It 

is merely one approach that has been helpful to my own practice.  To avoid hindering

anyone’s creativity, I encourage people to also consider alternate and varied

approaches.

   

1. Without forcing your self to come up with an idea or concern about your prac tice or prac -

tice in general, let your mind wander toward some thing that strikes you. It may pertain

to some thing you think about often or perhaps it is some thing that has repeat edly

arisen in your periphery which you have yet to stop and contem plate (i.e. profes sional

devel op ment).

2. Famil iarize your self with any thoughts and feel ings you may have regarding this idea or

issue and the impact they have on you and others (i.e. I haven’t been to any trainings or 

read any liter a ture in a while; I feel like the quality of my program’s services are limiting

because my team is compla cent about the ways in which we conceive and engage

youth; I don’t feel like the youth are responding to me lately; compared to how I felt

shortly after grad u ating univer sity, I feel less creative and excited about my work; lately I 

ques tion how qual i fied I am to be doing this work).

3. Inquire about what these thoughts and feel ings are telling you and how they may be

contextualized to a broader over-arching issue or set of issues (i.e. My influ ence and

that of my colleagues feels limited.  Lack of expo sure to ongoing learning mate -

rials/oppor tu ni ties and a lack of collec tive interest in profes sional devel op ment is

limiting our enthu siasm and ability to respond).

4. Lastly, recog nize the essence of your idea or concern and ask your self what other types

of situ a tions might be compa rable to it (i.e. In what other scenario does main taining a

deep sense of engage ment and team effort appear crucial to performing at a high level

and handling ever shifting demands and chal lenges?).  As you let your mind wander

toward exam ples, pause when you feel you have stum bled upon some thing (i.e. An

Olympic soccer team).  Then decons truct some of the elements of your idea or issue in

your example to see how it may or may not be relat able (i.e. the capacity of each player

is dependent on how the team supports and facil i tates each member’s strengths; when 

certain players do not try or play hard the overall team’s perfor mance is compro mised; if 
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players were to skip prac tices and calis thenics they would grad u ally stop playing at a

level that met the chal lenges of the league; consis tently losing games and faith in one’s

ability to perform brings down team morale and excitement to play).

Analogizing practice opens avenues for creative thinking and communication and

can be engaged in a variety of ways.  For example, practitioners could use an

analogizing process like the one above as a reflective writing exercise.  It could also be

used as a reflective team-building exercise during an agency meeting, which could help

staff members in developing a sense of their organizational culture and purpose. 

Moreover, in our day-to-day work with children and youth, analogizing can be helpful in

moments when we are co-creating and clarifying meaning with young people, enabling

us to “meet them where they are at” (Garfat & Fulcher, 2011). 

From a developmental perspective, analogizing may assist us to enter into young

people’s zones of proximal development, offering relatable ways to explain and explore

ideas that may otherwise be outside their comprehension or comfort levels (see Fulcher, 

2013).  Additionally, as it relates to cognitive development theory, analogies are useful

for building one’s cognitive schemas (structures that enable us to categorize, integrate,

and access information within the brain), which is applicable to both us and young

people.  Relating new knowledge to knowledge we already possess makes it easier to

comprehend and integrate, while also creating stronger neural pathways or ‘bridges’ of

information.            

Lastly, in terms of professional development, analogizing can help us connect with

fuzzy ideas and concerns and unchecked thoughts and emotions that we may be

carrying around in our practice.  The analogizing process requires us to allot time and

effort to developing a more nuanced understanding of whatever ideas, concerns,

thoughts and emotions we may wish to unpack, and may therefore help foster our

critical reflective abilities.  

Looking to the work of some influential CYC authors, analogizing has the potential to 

complement other reflective exercises, like Mark Krueger’s qualitative sketching process 

(2006, 2007) or Janet Newbury’s hermeneutic inquiries (2007, 2010), wherein she

attempts to contextualize her practice experiences by mapping them onto concepts in

the critical-theory discourse.  Both of these writers demonstrate how reflective exercises 

help them to re-live, re-frame, and re-form how they conceptualize and experience

moments of practice, enabling them to explore different tensions, uncertainties, hopes,

intuitions, and moments of connection that make CYC work both challenging and

rewarding.  
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In the interest of promoting and further contributing to the reflective work of these

writers and others, I submit that analogical writing and communicative practices be

considered as another way of developing our personal and collective reflective

capacities.  

Exceptional Use of Analogy in the CYC Discourse
In this final section I will share some great analogies from the CYC discourse and

comment on their amplitude for articulating the complexities of relational practice.  

In “‘Zoning In’ to Daily Life Events that Facilitate Therapeutic Change in Child and

Youth Care Practice”, Leon Fulcher (2013) does an exceptional job of analogizing and

elaborating on Lev Vygotsky’s theory on the “zone of proximal development”.  Playing on 

the word “zone”, he offers us an array of terms for recognizing how and the degrees to

which to engage young people, all the while respecting their safety, abilities, levels of

comfort/readiness, and boundaries.  Fulcher uses terms like “zoning in”, “zoned out”,

“safety zone” “zone offence”, “zone defence”, and “speed zones”.  

Another great example can be found in Jennifer White’s (2007) seminal article

“Knowing, Doing, and Being in Context: A Praxis-oriented Approach to Child and Youth

Care", in which she utilizes the analogy of a web to describe how a multitude of social

and institutional dynamics influence the knowledge, orientations, and approaches of

relational CYC practice.  She explains that, like the structure of a web, various

communal, interpersonal, organizational, socio-cultural, and political/institutional

influences intersect and thus reciprocally shape the broader societal structure.

Moreover, a web is a structure that catches and contains, symbolizing CYC’s

enmeshment within the broader societal structure and its unavoidable impact on our

views and approaches to practice.       

Lastly, Mark Krueger has left us with a body of work that is rife with examples of the

proficient use of analogy.  One could easily write an entire article on his expertise in this

respect.  However, to offer just one example of note, Krueger (2008) analogized CYC as

a dance, symbolizing its connection to core relational practice concepts like “presence”

and “rhythmicity”. He stated that 
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Compe tent workers/dancers know and feel: 
When to line up and pass through 

When to be in the middle of the group and when to be at the edge 

When to move fast or slow 

Where to stand and who to stand or move next to 

When to sit/stand close or apart 

When to touch and not touch 

How to touch 

When to listen and speak 

When to listen, listen, listen and speak ener get i cally and quietly 

How to hear and see 

How to hear, see and speak deeply as we walk the talk 

And some times how to just be (p. 7).

As you can see in Fulcher, White, and Krueger’s analogies for relational practice,

each one has taken a relatively advanced idea or set of ideas and, through the use of

analogy, made it digestible and palpable.  Terms using the word “zone”, a web,

dancing…all are analogies with which the majority of people are at least somewhat

familiar.  Their brilliance is in their simplicity and accessibility.  Reflecting on this last

statement, when we remember to use language and ways of communicating that we

can all relate to we enact the principle of inclusion.

Concluding Thoughts          
Though this article offered several examples of analogies for conceptualizing

professional issues and relational practice concepts in child and youth care, my main

purpose was to draw attention to the process of analogizing and to highlight some of its

benefits.  Analogizing can stimulate creative thinking, facilitate personal or collective

reflection, and offer a way to make our ideas and experiences more relatable and

accessible to colleagues and young people.    

In a world that is ever changing and globalizing – socially, culturally, economically,

politically, and environmentally – child and youth care is constantly being tested in its

capacity to evolve and be responsive.  Never in the history of the world have different

cultures, industries, epistemologies, belief systems, and sites for all kinds of connection 

and sharing been so integrated.  As it stands, utilizing innovative, collaborative ways to

contemplate and articulate meanings about our ideas and experiences will only become 

increasingly relevant and necessary.                           
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M
any years ago I was introduced to the Circle of Courage by Dr Larry Brendtro

while I was working with children on a residential farm setting in the south of

Sydney, Australia. I was excited by this concept, so I bought George Blue Bird’s

Circle of Courage poster and I have used and incorporated the Circle of Courage ideas in 

my journey as a youth worker, manager, family counsellor, and trainer and now in my

current position as a play therapist. In previous roles it was very clear how the four

areas of belonging, mastery, independence and generosity were evident in my practice

and I started thinking how the Circle of Courage is present in my work in the play

therapy room? The more I reflected on this, the more I saw it present. It is that story I’d

like to share with you now.

Belonging and the Play Therapy Room
Let’s start with Belonging: Belonging, as stated by Brendtro and du Toit (2005,

p.47), is fulfilled by frequent positive interactions with at least a few people who share a

mutual concern. They go on to say that belonging creates pride, rejects shame and

produces positive emotions. In the Circle of Courage belonging is developed by

opportunities to build trusting bonds of human attachment. Oke, Rodstill-Brookes and

Larkin (2011, p.9) state that belonging refers to a sense of origin or an emotional

connection. A sense of belonging is a human need, just like basic needs such as being

warm, housed and fed. The feeling that you belong is most important in having a

meaningful life and in the ability to cope with painful emotions. If a child comes from a
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maltreated background, and does not have a sense of belonging, then the play therapy

room may offer a special opportunity for this child to belong. How in the broader sense

does play therapy look upon belonging? In Adlerian play therapy, for example, therapists

continually assess how children connect with their families, schools and communities to 

help improve their ability to positively connect with others (Kottman, in Schaefer, 2003,

p.57). Benedict (2006, p.6) says it is essential for the play therapy room to be physically

and psychologically safe to enable the development of a secure therapeutic

relationship. Landreth (2002, p.98) says that play therapists are a unique kind of adult in

these children’s lives for, as so often happens, these children are frequently overlooked,

but in a play therapy session they are given complete and undivided attention. 

I do several things to create a sense of belonging with the children that attend my

service. 

1. My play therapy room stays consis tent, as in tidy and set out the same way each

session. This feeling of secu rity for the child not only dampens any anxiety they may

have but gives them the sense it is their room because it is the same as they left it the

week before. Many chil dren have shown me it must be working as they will often ask

“Does anyone else come here?”, or say “Just leave the sand tray like it is (full of various

items) and I’ll finish it next week.” Geldard and Geldard (2013) state that by having a

pref er able unal tered play therapy room, the child imme di ately feels at ease and has a

sense of belonging when coming for a session. “It is as if the child sees the room as

their own”. 

2. If for any reason the room has to be changed to accommodate something new, I will

show each child in therapy what I’ve done and why, to put them at ease immediately as

they enter the room for their session. 

3. When welcoming a child starting for the first time I show them the room in a similar way

to a real estate agent selling a house: it seems obvious, but I point out: where they can

draw, paint, play with clay etc. and explain briefly what they can do. Each of these

actions aims to lessen their anxiety, put them at ease and create a sense that this is

their room when it is their session time and belongs to them. 

4. I aim to be attuned and attentive to the child throughout the entire session. By

empathically reflecting the child’s, emotions, actions and language over the length of a

session, it allows the child to feel accepted and acknowledged that they belong. I rate

myself after every session to improve continually. 
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Mastery and the Play Therapy Room
Next on the Circle of Courage on George Blue Bird’s poster is Mastery. 

Mastery as defined in the Circle of Courage model is when people are motivated to

become competent (Brendtro & du Toit, 2005, p.47). They go on to state “the human

brain creates order out of chaos and solves the problems necessary for social and

personal survival.”

Mastery in a dictionary will produce such words and phrases as: control, superiority

over someone or something. In play therapy mastery fits in very well with these

definitions – to encourage a child to gain control of their lives and what has happened

to them, and to make sense of the chaos so as to move forward. Kaduson (2006, p.10)

says that children assimilate a trauma and gain mastery over the event through their

means of communication, i.e. play. Freud in 1920 (Kelly & Odenwalt, 2006, p.203)

noticed that children recovering from trauma reconstructed their unpleasant

experiences in their play. In the century since this ‘discovery’, we have learned much

about how play and play therapy allows children to play out the uncomfortable. Their

experiences are played out in repetition in order to gain mastery (much like an adult may 

talk it out over time). They try to deal with the event one component at a time and

address aspects of the trauma and allow the tension associated with the event to

gradually diminish (Gil, 1991). Del Po & Frick say: “Ideally the child gains mastery over

difficult external issues at the same time examining their internal world, allowing for

psychological integration” (1988).

Gil, describing trauma-focussed play therapy, says that children are “encouraged to

externalise their areas of distress so as to learn to tolerate and release effect and to

compensate for injuries and create feelings of mastery (management and restoration of

power)” (2006, p.57).

Homeyer and Morrison (2008, p.212) see play as therapy because it helps the “child 

develop mastery that leads to a sense of efficacy and competence.” They go on to say

that play satisfies a child’s need to explore and master their environment. They can also

do this through fantasy play or role playing, as this sense of power or mastery in a new

role helps them conquer and face their fears, helping to decrease aggression, regulate

effect and generate positive well-being (Homeyer & Morrison, 2008, p.212).

Play can also help children master what’s been missing during their development.

Children in the play therapy room will often regress, making up for what they may not

have mastered at the age-appropriate time in order to fulfil that need and then be able

to move forward. A play therapist is alert to this and supports the child in revisiting early
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experiences through sensory play, symbolic play, and whatever other play opportunities

the child chooses spontaneously in the session. 

From a trauma healing perspective Van der Kolk states that “mastery is most of all a 

physical experience: the feeling of being in charge, being calm and able to engage in

focused efforts to accomplish goals one sets for oneself” (2003, p.310).

I set out to do several things to allow for mastery to be achieved with the children

that attend my service. 

1. The room is set up to allow for a range of activ i ties that is not over whelming but gives a

large enough choice so the client can play out what they need on any given day and

thus gain mastery over it.

2. To help the child gain compe tence I give ther a peutic facilitative responses that return

respon si bility to the child, thus helping him or her gain control of the situ a tion

(Landreth, 2002, p.222). 

3. In child centred play therapy sessions I encourage the child to lead the way, which helps 

in their devel op ment of mastery within their chosen form of play.

4. I do not rescue a child who strug gles with a task, but encourage them to achieve

compe tence. If it is above their capa bility I will ask them to show or tell me what it is

they want me to do so as to support them to assume respon si bility for the task.

Independence and the Play Therapy Room
The third element on George Blue Bird’s Circle of Courage is independence. Positive

independence, as defined by Brendtro & du Toit (2005, p.49), is when youths, even if their 

lives have been difficult, have enough confidence to make their lives better. It is when they 

can stand against poor influences and choose not to be led astray, and are able to

function as independent people. They do this by learning to trust others so that they can

trust themselves; to be an independent person one must start with a secure base. 

Bowlby said that “Secure attachments formed in the early years were associated

with an individual’s ability to form intimate, trusting and emotionally secure

relationships in adulthood through feelings of high self-worth and the ability to trust

others” (1969/1982).

It is people with this high self-worth, as Brokenleg says, who are able to manage on

their own and have the ability to be independent because they are “anchored in the

degree of security of their attachment” (Brendtro, Brokenleg & Van Bockern, 2002, p.56).

As discussed earlier in the article, in terms of the play therapy room, the child is

encouraged to feel that they belong and are accepted in the room for who they are. The
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aim is for them to feel safe and secure and, via the therapeutic attachment between

play therapist and client, trust is built up so that the child is able to take risks and fail

and, of course, to take risks and succeed, knowing they will still be accepted. As with

mastery I use reflective therapeutic responses which return responsibility to the child,

so that they do not become dependent on me, the play therapist. Landreth says that in

many types of therapy with children decisions are made for them that foster

dependence. If instead, in small and imperceptible ways, play therapists constantly

reflect responsibility back to the child so that they make their own decisions, it will

foster independence: “The objective of the (play) therapist is to return responsibility to

children and to facilitate their self-reliance” (2002, p.277).

Through this process, self-confidence increases and children and adolescents gain

self-control and independence, although this doesn’t happen easily, as children who

present for therapy can take time to acknowledge and accept that they can be

self-sufficient. Axline (1969, p.95) says that at first children may fight off attempts to

help them gain independence but after a period of time, with a supportive play therapist 

who respects their ability to make their own decisions, they will slowly become more

self-reliant, knowing they are safe to do so. Landreth states that the very aim of child

centred play therapy is:

“to help the child to develop a more posi tive self-concept; assume greater self-respon --

si bility; become more self-directing, self-accepting, and self-reliant; engage in

self-deter mined deci sion making; expe ri ence a feeling of control; become sensi tive to

the process of coping; develop an internal source of eval u a tion; and become more

trusting of oneself” (2012, p.88).

It is quite common for children in play therapy to be highly dependent on me, asking

questions about everything, pointing towards a common everyday object and asking

what it is. If I answered them all factually they would never more forward and I would

certainly be worn out. By allowing them to take responsibility by putting it back to them,

either asking them “What do you think it is?”, or even allowing them to make of it what

they wish by saying “In here, it can be whatever you wish it to be”, they become

independent of me and make their own decisions. I remember one little boy who at just

four years of age constantly asked me what things were. On each reflection back to him

he would answer what it was and I would say something like, “You did it – you worked it

out”, but after what seemed like a thousand of these questions (to me anyway) “What’s
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this? What’s that?” as he pointed to coloured pencils I smiled and answered “That’s a

tiger!” He turned to me and laughed and said “No, it isn’t silly! It’s a jar of pencils.”

He didn’t ask me anywhere near as many “What’s that?” questions after that.

Maybe humour had given him a feeling of safety and thus an ability to be more

independent? I’ll never know for sure. 

To help the children with their independence in the play therapy room:

1. I constantly encourage chil dren to make their own deci sions. Respon si bility is contin u -

ally put back on to the child in a caring, nurturing and under standing way so as they feel 

they have self-worth.

2. The sessions are built on accepting the child for who they are, allowing a trusting ther a -

peutic rela tion ship to be built. Via this trust they are able to make their own deci sions

free from fear of being shamed. 

3. I trust the process as, although play therapy can be a slow process, I support the child

fully so that they can achieve their autonomy at their own pace, not mine. 

Generosity and the Play Therapy Room
The last part of George Blue Bird’s medicine wheel – his Circle of Courage – is

generosity. I thought I’d give the first word on generosity to George himself, who said

that when he created the Circle of Courage “the test of generosity was to treat others as 

relatives” (Brendtro et al, 2002 p.133).

Brendtro and du Toit state that, “Giving to others develops higher levels of moral

development and provides youth a sense of purpose” (2005, p.46). They go onto say

that via helping others, young people (and old and middle aged too I am sure) realise

they have the power to influence the world and their world in a positive way. I particularly 

like the words of Brendtro, Mitchell and McCakk: “Children have an innate capacity to

develop pro-social values. But these can only flourish in environments where respect

and genuine helping permeates the culture” (2009, p.124). I’d like to think this is what I 

try to bring to the children who attend sessions in my play therapy room. 

I remember years ago hearing Dr Brendtro tell a story to define generosity where,

with a group of kids in the car, they went through a tollgate and they paid not only for

themselves but for the car behind them as well. He told the youth to watch the look on

the people’s faces in the car as they realised what had been done for them. It has stuck 

with me as a great way to show what a simple act can do to teach generosity and I’m

sure the people in both cars still tell that story today. He may not know, but he was way

ahead of his time. Now it is called ‘paying forward’, when people pay for more than one
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cup of coffee etc. so that when a homeless person presents for a coffee or small meal

someone has paid for it in advance, never knowing who will receive their act of

generosity – which is generosity at its best.

“You have not lived today until you have done some thing for someone who can never

repay you." — John Bunyan

This leads me to a child who not long into his play therapy sessions, after many

attempts to start but with anxiety holding him back for months, was enjoying his time so

much that he asked his youth worker to ask me if it was all right to donate some of his

toys to the symbol shelves . My concern was first that he would give away things he later

regretted and second he would want to have other play therapy symbols in the room as a

swap. I was wrong on both accounts – he was not only genuinely happy in donating his toy 

cars, and never asked to take anything in return, but he was also genuinely pleased when

he asked had anyone used his donated toys and I said yes. I truly believe he understood

the meaning of what St. Francis of Assisi said: “For it is in giving that we receive.” 

In the play therapy room I try to help the children with generosity by:

1. Attuning to their needs in each and every session. What I mean by that is I constantly

monitor when my mind wanders as, if I am doing that, then I cannot be truly with the

client at that point. 

2. I always try to respond with empathy, genuine warmth and accep tance to allow them to

gain empathy and accep tance of self and subse quently of others (Green, Crenshaw &

Kolos, 2010, p.100).

3. Each child when they finish their time with me is cele brated. 

A final word on generosity: a client who attended for a long time always disliked it

when I gave her a time countdown – “Ten minutes to go for today’s session” etc. and

would scowl and sometimes hit me and tell me not to tell her that. Over time she

became used to it and ceased that way of reacting. In her last session, after quite a long 

term attending therapy, when I said we had so many minutes to go she said to me,“I

used to hit you when you said that didn’t I?”. “Yes you did” I replied.  She looked at me

and said in a most genuine way. “I’m sorry about that.” I could never have received a

better ending or more generous gesture if I sat and pondered on it for weeks on end.
 

“A kind gesture can reach a wound that only compas sion can heal.” – Steve Maraboli
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In my professional life as a counsellor over the last 18 years the Circle of Courage

has helped me with ever changing and ever adapting to whatever role I was taking on at

that point in my life. Bringing it to the play therapy room was not an intentional act for it

was always there. It has always been present. However, I did have to go in search of just

how I could improve on what I brought to my play therapy practice by using George Blue

Bird’s belonging, independence, mastery and generosity. I wanted to put it in writing to

make it a contract between myself and the clients that enter the world of play therapy,

so that we can both go on the Circle of Courage journey together and come out the other 

side the better for it.

The Circle of Courage Play Therapy Room Personal Charter

Belonging (Acceptance)

1. The play therapy room is a consis tent and a safe place to be.

2. The play therapy room is a place where the child will be accepted for who they are.

3. The play therapy room is a provider of a trusting and posi tive ther a peutic rela tion ship.

Mastery (Competence) 

1. The play therapy room has enough equip ment for the child to success fully play out what 

they need to in any given session.

2. Reflec tive responses are given to encourage the child to control their situ a tion.

3. The child leads the way in the session.

4. The child is encour aged when completing tasks.

Independence (Responsibility)

1. The child is encour aged to make their own choices.

2. The child is fully accepted for who they are and trust is the key to building a ther a peutic

alli ance.

3. The child moves at their own pace not the ther a pist’s or outside influ ences.

Generosity (Kindness)

1. Stay with the client.

2. Always be empathic and under standing of where they have come from and where they

are at.

3. Cele brate their success and instil hope.
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I
nequality exists globally and it disproportionally impacts young people. In Oxfam’s

latest briefing paper on income inequality, from January 2016, they report; “The

richest 1% now have more wealth than the rest of the world combined. Power and

privilege is being used to skew the economic system to increase the gap between the

richest and the rest” (p.1). Further, they claim the wealth of the richest 62 people on the 

planet has increased 45% since 2010. While money is not the only component to
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consider when looking at inequality, it is a revealing indicator. Inequality is about

disparity, it can be seen in wealth, education, employment, water, electricity, justice,

safety and numerous other factors. Particular groups tend to be more impacted than

others, these include people who are racialized, lesbians, gays, trans, females, and

those with differing abilities, among others. Youth and Inequality in Education: Global

Actions in Youth Work, edited by Michael Heathfield and Dana Fusco, begins by looking

at how young people experience inequality around the world and how youth work

addresses it.

Heathfield and Fusco call upon all youth workers to illuminate and interrupt

inequality. They argue that those who work with young people have a responsibility to

identify instances of injustice and then do what they can to end them. The seventeen

chapters in this book effectively illuminate global inequity impacting young people, and

show many examples of interruption. The book covers a range of issues and responses,

from the Middle East, Malaysia, Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand, Peru, Europe, and the

USA. The scope provides fascinating insights into different understandings of youth (up

to the age of forty in Malaysia) and what youth work is (foreign government sponsored

anti-terrorism programs in the Middle East). It is also a potent reminder that while

inequality exists in every region, how it is experienced can be very different. When read

together, it also becomes clear that as identities intersect with being young (identities

such as race, gender, socio-economic status, indignity, or sexual orientation) inequality

deepens.

Doing youth work from an anti-oppressive, social-justice, human-rights, or feminist

perspective are positions that some may find unnecessary or even objectionable. Many

governments, foundations, and funders look for changes within young people, not

changes of structures. Fusco calls this a sociology of regulation, youth work that focuses 

upon character building, treatment, social education, and youth development. The

agenda of this approach is to change the young person, a doing ‘to’ as opposed to a

doing ‘with’. She contrasts this with a sociology of change: a position that recognizes

structures, how these structures foster inequity, and then works towards changing them. 

Fusco presents global youth work as a manifestation of this sociology of change. Global

youth work, according to Fusco, understands how North and West dominance has

impacted other regions of the world and has an explicit agenda of ending oppression,

locally and globally. The book presents multiple examples of this approach to youth

work.

Despite the title the book barely addresses formal education, while it does cover

several examples of informal education. It is really a book about understanding global
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youth work as outlined above. If you have any interest in addressing inequality through

youth work practice, or you think that youth work is primarily about development of the

individual, then I highly recommend Youth and Inequality in Education: Global Actions 

in Youth Work.
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I
t’s the end of another school year and instructors and students are completing final

assignments while excitedly looking forward to warmer weather and a well-earned

break from academia. This is an exhausting time for all but, as a matter of tradition,

we once again organized year-end gatherings to celebrate the achievements of students 

completing their diploma or degree in child and youth care (CYC). This year, however, we

found ourselves contemplating the value of these celebrations.  

Many things had us questioning whether we should continue to devote the extra

time and effort needed to coordinate these events, such as non-committal responses

from students on whether or not they would attend, university cut-backs, scheduling,

and finding space on campus that is always in high demand. We are one of the last

programs at our university to offer such celebrations and as such we sometimes receive 

questioning looks from students and faculty from different programs as we wheel our

carts of food and supplies through the hallways. We have always sent students off with

a small memento of their time with us, but now requests for money to purchase small

parting gifts, such as a pen with the program name or university logo, are now denied

due to tighter budgets. We still thought it important to acknowledge the moment, so this 

year we decided on handmade cards with beautiful artwork created by the program

chair and a small box of candy. We have dedicated much time, effort and creativity to

this process but could not help but wonder: Has this year-end celebration outlived its

purpose?  Do we keep doing it because it is what we have always done? Are they still

important to students? Or have the gatherings lost their significance in relation to saying 

goodbye? 
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In true relational fashion, the answer to our questions came from the students that

seemingly had some sixth sense that we needed to be reminded that a tradition that

was becoming routine and somewhat mundane to us was very special for them.

Students typically show up to a room that is decorated, and a potluck array of food is

shared while we spend time reminiscing together. The faculty facilitates a circle activity

that provides everyone the opportunity to convey significant moments and memories

that are often heartfelt and personal. Many students also talk about the learning they

will take with them as they prepare to graduate and move on to other endeavours. This

year students leaving the program with their diploma also introduced other ways to

celebrate! Soon upon arriving at the event, they organized a “DJ booth” at the front

podium of the classroom with a laptop and slips of paper taking “requests”. Before long

there was music piping through the sound system with songs that spanned across

generations of student and staff alike. Goodbye messages, quotes and symbols were

scribbled on the white boards around the room and dancing, eating, laughter, and

sharing about summer plans ensued. Two hours later tears, hugs, and promises to stay

in touch travelled through the group. 

The students leaving with their degree were not to be outdone. This celebration had

the same set up of food, decorations and a sharing circle activity. However, to add to the 

festivities a small group of students put together a slide show capturing the experiences 

of their cohort. Pictures of projects, activities, trips, and classroom antics were set to

music and revealed as we shared a potluck spread. The thought and detail put into the

slide show was impressive but little did we know that it was all a ruse to distract the

faculty. A few students slipped out of the celebration to resourcefully gain access to the

CYC offices and proceeded to fill every possible space high and low with streamers and

balloons as “payback” for four years of assignments and group projects, along with a

thank you card containing signatures and kind words of the memories they were taking

with them. Students taking initiative to collaborate and create meaningful ways to say

goodbye to us and to one another was the wake-up call we needed to remind us that

what can seem repetitive for us, is a once in a lifetime experience for them. 

Celebrating an event such as graduation is often exciting and surreal and, along with 

the gains, there can also be a sense of loss. Good-byes are not always easy, but they

can signify new opportunities for change and provide a sense of discovery. By

acknowledging the many moments of connection that led us to the place of having to

say good-bye, we can recognize the resiliency and effort it took to get there. Earning a

professional credential can be an arduous process. Students talked about how personal 

growth achieved in the program, often through overcoming challenges, anxieties, or
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uncertainties, helped them feel better prepared to make a difference in their practice.

These achievements should be acknowledged and celebrated! 

Leaving post-secondary is a significant time of transition from being a student to

becoming a practitioner. This change of professional identity, along with moving back

home for some or moving out for others, and no longer having daily contact with a

supportive group of peers that share common values, knowledge, and skills, are all

losses that go along with graduation and need acknowledgement as well. We stress the

importance of meaningful closure throughout many courses and encourage students to

prepare themselves and all those they work with in practicum for when their time

together will end. In reflecting back on the exchanges we had questioning the value of

our annual celebration it seems we were a bit one-sided; we were stressing the

importance of closure with students yet we were considering letting go of this custom

ourselves. We lost track of the value and purpose of commending our students’

commitment and sacrifices toward becoming CYC practitioners. We forgot that these

celebrations also provide space for us to say good-bye. We appreciate the reminder from 

our students and we will happily plan for and celebrate our graduates next year and for

many years to come! Are our good-bye celebrations important? You bet they are.
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T
he twentieth National Child and Youth Care Conference held on International Child

and Youth Care Week in Halifax, Nova Scotia was also the 30th Anniversary of the

Council of Canadian Child and Youth Care Associations. This was duly noted with

an 80s themed opening reception. The representative from the CYCABC, Janet Westcott

hit a dollar store and spun paper plates into record albums, coloured tissue into center

pieces and was joined by a contingent of delegates glammed up in the day glow colours

of the era.  One fellow came in an outfit recalling ET’s moonlighted ride which was

brilliant. It was all great fun and kicked off a vibrant three days of workshops and

keynotes expressing the best of Child and Youth Care (CYC) topics. For this columnist,

the experience was also a coming to terms with being yesterday’s fellow, now retired

from active participation on the front lines, doing his best to represent the CYC

association movement online, contemplating the advantages and disadvantages of

thirty years of baggage and being thankful that the markers of this movement have

been honoured and that the future is in capable hands. Being freed of the agenda of

this movement was liberating, replaced by impressions. This column explores some of

those impressions triggered by this conference experience.

Standing outside the hotel at the center of a daffodil lined square was a statue of

Edward Cornwallis, founder of the city, governor in his day and military builder of the

British Empire back in those days. On reading the plaque I was impressed by his travels

from England through Nova Scotia and on to Gibraltar where he died as governor.  The

British navy literally opened up the world and today, even CYC professionals can travel

the world and share in their professional development. A week after the conference this

statue was splashed with red paint protesting Cornwallis’s attacks on the local First

Nation, the Mi’kmaq. Halifax is blessed with statuary which hopefully will be accepted

for what it is; a physical reference to a historical person, event or natural being worth

having for just that reason. I did note that Cornwallis did not quite look out over the city

he created so much as on to the garden shop of the local supermarket.
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I had to smile when I learned CYC shares its week with the health and safety

movement. If there is a bane to the existence of many agencies and unit spaces, it has

to be the pronouncements and requirements of health and safety departments of the

nation. While their mandate is essential, their power to implement directives could be

open to review. It is tricky to be offering a home like space to youth and having to clutter

it up with fire extinguishers, hand sanitisers, eye wash stations, all manner of signage

and multiple sinks.  For some, seeing resources that could have benefited young people

more directly spent on items that often have no real use or ultimate purpose, is

aggravating. At one of my working tables at a workshop an example of this over-concern

was brought up. The ladies of a team explained how they lost one of their essential tools 

with the young ladies they work with, the nail party. They spoke about an especially

violent and disruptive youth who calmed and communicated over a nail party. I recalled

similar such sessions, a staple of working with female youth and the concern of the day

being the polish remover and its potential as a sniffing agent.  The polish remover was

locked up between sessions, safe for the polish and a nice dig at those who use

inhalants to dull their pain. I was surprised the issue was no longer a concern over being 

an inhalant but rather a source of fungi. The table was in firm agreement that they have

never seen an incident of such contamination in both personal and professional nail

polish sharing. Now, this writer is a firm believer in safety and safety audits. The most

innocuous physical or household item on the face of it can be turned into a potentially

lethal assist in determined hands. Break away closet rods, toxic or harmful item lock up

zones, and enclosing overhead pipes or weight baring structures all have their place. It

is essential to remove the potential for harm in a silent and non-disturbing manner, and

knowing the youth in your care and building up the relationship with a youth that values

safety and life itself, does more than any edict. The potential for self-harm, even lethal

harm is all around us in everyday objects, however much you safety proof the life space.

It is more an issue of being attentive and safety sensitive at all times.

If Nourishing Strength, Nurturing Beyond, Connecting Our Passions had a highlight,

it had to be Brendan McGuire, MLA for the riding of Halifax Atlantic who brought opening 

greetings. Usually, the Minister for Child and Family Services or the Mayor of the city

does these honours. Sometimes, a Premier even, has shown up. Brendan wanted to do

the opening and perhaps there never has been someone more appropriate. Brendan

was an immigrant and a youth in care in Nova Scotia. He grew up knowing several foster 

placements and ‘many parents’. He has worked at a number of careers and taken time

out to explore his roots. He now has a family and calls Nova Scotia home. He also just

told the audience of CYC professionals “I love you.” Now, when you are quite used to
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forgotten platitudes something like this will stick. This writer believes the more who

know this work and its issues who go into politics, and ultimately power, the better. Far

too often governments fall short on their treatment of crown wards for any number of

reasons.

One of the better perks of conference attending has to be those few who make a

point to thank this writer for his web work for the Council. Feedback is so rare in fact, it

is almost non-existent. There has been a form online to post an anniversary memory

and yet no one has found the link to it or used it. Still, the numbers are climbing with

200-300+ guests a week dropping by, who are often first time visitors, as 85 to 95% in

any one week are. This indicates a real general interest in CYC work. Maintaining a

Facebook page has been more informative. As the site uses ‘likes’ to monitor usage

there is a clearer sense of what is popular. Housekeeping style items, like an upcoming

conference, generate little buzz but if the post involves some aspect of a care system

breakdown or deficiency, folks are right on it in impressive numbers and especially so if

there is a lead in from a CYC perspective. The biannual pattern of these conferences

allow for a form of feedback. I found myself recalling the last National here in Nova

Scotia, Investing in Care in 1998. It was and remains one of the largest in history hitting

a limit of 800 delegates with many having to be turned away. The fact that this was sold

as a rare return to an eastern province was a definite draw. There were no smart phones 

then but there was hospitality and even committees for hospitality; people met folks and 

helped them situate. In those days, the local provincial association would take the

Council Board out for supper, the Lower Deck on that instance. There was this shared

sense of occasion and an inclusive tone as such gatherings were rare and the distances 

folks came over were appreciated. A comparative view between then and now would not 

be completely fair. A few observations could be allowed. The delegates are probably

90% or more different, with only a small handful having been there as well. The National 

has inspired the format, even to the point of competing with itself. Two provincial

associations held workshop/conference events within weeks of this National. Being CYC 

week this writer noted some agencies sponsoring their own workshop/events across the 

country over the week. Finally, there was a sense of identity becoming an emerging

consideration once again, with some presenters and certainly one keynote taking that

on. Kiaras Gharabaghi right out asked “Do children matter any more?” and then went on 

to qualify that statement wonderfully, leading to a conclusion of maybe. Even more to

the point, and popularly received he stated “As a profession, we need to stop whining”.

My sense of things is that CYC practitioners identify strongly with their caring and the

extent of that care, experiencing levels of pain, isolation and anxiety few could even
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believe exist, let alone view as part of a job description. Whining becomes a way to vent, 

to let some of it out yet, as Kiaras suggests that does nothing. Speaking up, writing up,

networking, dialogue, the stuff of association in fact, can offer an alternative. 

And now the venue shifts, clear across the country to the West Coast in a few years

time and the next opportunity to speak up, speak with and hear from your peers in a

workshop at a National. It would be great to get things to the point where nail parties

could simply be viewed as an exception in group or collective settings, as a means of

social experience, much like they are at sleepovers or sorority houses in the wider

society. CYC professionals need to own their authority and work to have it recognized

and respected. 
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