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FOREWORD

Fostering good relationships: partnership work in therapy with looked after and adopted children

Glenda Fredman

Early into the first chapter of this book I was wondering if I had the grit to stay the course. I was confronted with statistics that make for grim reading, such as “there are now more children in care than at any time since1985”; “forty-five per cent have a diagnosable mental health concern” and “therapeutic services are under-resourced”. I was faced with shocking accounts of the developmental trauma experienced by children needing local authority care due to family breakdown and the impact of relational trauma on these children’s emotional development and ability to establish trust with adults, especially professionals. However, not long into my reading I was drawn in by the passion of the six authors of this book who had formed themselves into a “community of practice” to share their experience and learning with each other and the reader to improve collaborative therapeutic services for looked after and adopted children.

The writing of this book mirrors the sorts of interprofessional and interagency relationships the authors aspire to and try to create, modelling the process of working in partnership they describe. Their writing was clearly the product of a collaborative project whereby they have created a community of practice. Writing in partnership, not only with each other but also with parents and children, they include the voices of those “living the real experiences”, the foster parents and the children looked after, whom, in research interviews, they ask for help to guide us to inform and improve our practice and partnership with foster parents and children. Throughout, they use a language of appreciation and respect that avoids jargon which helped me, as their reader, to feel immediately included and connected.

The authors together make up a multi-professional and multidisciplinary group of practitioners that we might find working at one time or another with children and young people who are looked after or adopted. They include a psychiatrist, social worker, individual therapists, and family therapists who incorporate psychodynamic, systemic, attachment, narrative, counselling, and play approaches into their practice. Although legislation and national policy require key childcare agencies to work in an integrated way, these authors note that this is not always happening. At the time of writing this book, the structure of specialised, diagnosis-led clinics in Child and Adolescent Mental Health (CAMH) services has led to fragmentation of service provision and the loss of a holistic view of children in their social context, reducing opportunity for partnership between social and mental health professionals. Despite some changes, multi-professional teams are still rare and the majority of work with looked after and adopted children still takes place in non-integrated teams.

This book starts from the position that an attuned network of adults involved in the child’s life can offer a secure attachment base to counter some of the noxious effects of relational trauma suffered by so many looked after children. Thus, the authors embrace the system around the child as an opportunity to co-create a different and potentially reparative attachment experience and they explore ways in which involved adults can together become a “caring system” that has a therapeutic impact on the child. Reminding us that a child is raised in more than a dyadic relationship, they go beyond the mother–child dyad to include all the people contributing to a child’s care. They acknowledge the challenge of practitioners working together, recognising that the way that we do this will have an impact on the child. Therefore, this book focuses on ways forward for this sort of joinedup working and joint action that makes possible “good enough” attachment experiences for the child.

A system and network approach with its focus on people in relationship to each other lies at the heart of this book which foregrounds collaboration, co-ordination, and inclusion. Throughout, the authors place the child at the centre and highlight practices of dialogue and joint action to enable people to meet, talk, and respond to each other to transform relationships. Recognising the challenge of frequent professional changes in services for looked after children, they emphasise that responsibility cannot rest with just one person and that all the adults involved in the child’s life, in a professional or personal capacity, need to work in partnership to fulfil the role of “parent”. Hence, they offer ways to include not only foster parents, but also involve birth parents in the child’s network, noting that they continue to have a powerful impact on the child’s emotional development into adulthood. They also recognise the valuable, yet often neglected, potential of the partnership between the fostering family and the birth family and attend to the experiences and contributions of the other birth and looked after children living in the fostering family.

The authors offer a useful review of models of partnership working, including the “protective shield” and the “ring of confidence” where the child is at the centre and those around the child communicate to offer protection. Recognising that partnership work happens in diverse ways, with participants contributing different skills and experience, they offer a lovely visual metaphor of the “parachute game” that incorporates the richness of what a child needs from their network: the child at the centre of a secure base (parachute) where adults (in the network) each hold one part of this base that connects to a part of the child’s overall experience; the adults continuing to move while keeping the child in focus; showing their ability to change positions and step in and out of each other’s positions and perspectives, no one taking the place of another person, all keeping the child in a supportive and empowering cocoon.

The importance for the child of having a coherent narrative of their life to make sense of the complexity, confusion, and contradictions they might have experienced is a thread that runs through this book. Much of the work presented aims to help the child in care collect, construct, and tell stories of their life to contribute to the development and enrichment of their sense of self as a young person “worthy of love and dignity, with a future to live for”.

This book is about managing, tolerating, and working with difference and contradiction. We see how the authors do this so elegantly in many different contexts through fostering collaborative relationships and dialogue. They demonstrate how they create a respectful spirit of “generous offering” with each other, acknowledging with respect and appreciation that they have different perspectives from each other. There were times when some of the ideas grated with my preferred positions. However, in the same way that the authors approach uncomfortable or confusing complexity in their work with children in care by tolerating, or even “dwelling”, in the uncertainty as part of the process, not moving too quickly to decisions, valuing many different perspectives and working with tensions and differences, I found myself being able to sit with their different and sometimes challenging perspectives, consequently learning and creating so many new ways to go on.

What came into relief for me were the unique and creative ways in which the authors weave developmental, attachment, and narrative theories into creative relational and systemic practices. I came away with a wealth of gifts for practice like the “attachment wall”—a place where adults looking after the child can write on sticky notes all the things a child might need at different developmental stages to develop “well”, then consider together whether they feel the child has received “enough” and, if not, remove the note to a different part of the wall where they can contemplate how they can help the child catch up on missing experiences. I will also make use of the sensitive childfocused explanation of the impact of stress and trauma on brain function and emotional dysregulation and look forward to holding “wondering conversations” with teams around the child about how we can make positive contributions to “big T” and “little t” effects of change and challenge. I envisage creating timelines with young people and the adults who care for them where we might juxtapose “official stories”, personal memories, anecdotes from others, as well as imagined or wished-for stories. I will especially take away from this book that all of us who interact with the child participate in the process of collaborative life story work and we can all contribute to the weaving of meaningful life enhancing (or not) narratives by sharing and witnessing memories, photographs, and stories to enable continuing conversations that contribute to the child’s positive sense of their own identity.

This book is about different kinds of holding: holding the child in a safe cradle of hope and support; holding stories that contribute to a positive sense of identity; holding in mind the early trauma; holding the worry; holding a listening space for the child’s voice to be heard and holding the people together in a parachute of partnership so they can come together around the common and specific purpose of looking after the child. In Chapter One, the authors say “celebrating the work we strive to do well gives it value, and is a political act that helps to counter the ‘relentless assault’ from our critics”. I celebrate these authors for sharing their stories of good practice and hope, and propose that, as readers of this book, we go on to form “communities of practice” of our own where we can share our learning from, and add to, the repertoire of these stories.


Introduction: Why partnerships?

Fiona Peacock, Miriam Richardson, Geoff Brown, Tracey Fuller, Tanya Smart, and Jo Williams

The idea for this book began in conversations between members of a multi-disciplinary specialist team for looked after children in a CAMH service, where the two co-authors worked together. The team members grew to appreciate the value of working alongside colleagues from disciplines different from their own, and the cross-fertilisation of ideas that grew out of those relationships. In addition, and importantly, it became evident that ways that the team found to work with the network of people involved with the child had an impact on the child at the centre. As we reflected on these processes, we included other colleagues in our conversations, leading to the conception of this book.

A systemic theoretical approach, with its focus on people in relationship to each other, lies at the heart of the book. The authors see this approach as particularly relevant to children looked after or adopted, given the complex and potentially rich connections between the many people involved in their lives. Systemic psychotherapy recognises the interconnectedness of our actions, the effects that we have on others and the effects they have on us, and the significance of the meanings we give to those interactions. It invites us to welcome and value many perspectives and many different voices, contributions that come from different positions, from social workers, therapists, psychiatrists, teachers, and those in parenting roles. Systemic therapy also has a tradition of working with the sorts of ambiguity, uncertainty, and complexity (Madsen, 2011) that are found in the world of children in care.

Our approach to partnership work starts with our belief that the ways in which the network of people involved in the lives of children in the care system work together can have a meaningful therapeutic impact on the child. We see partnership work happening in diverse ways, with participants contributing different skills and experience. In this book, we explore the relationships that we can create together in this process, and the transformative impact that these can have both on the people involved and especially on the child. The book looks at the ways we meet, talk, and respond to each other that create these transformative relationships, highlighting the practices of dialogue, as “a way of thinking together, where understanding is formed between the participants, as something that exceeds the possibilities of a single person” (Seikkula & Arnkil, 2006, p. 3), and highlighting responsive and relational activities that Shotter (1993, p. 7) calls “joint action”.

Systemic thinking has also helped us address the challenges arising from the ways that we are positioned in our lives and work. The theory of co-ordinated management of meaning (CMM) (see, for example, Cronen, 1994; Pearce, 2007) recognises that we are affected by the multiple contexts in which we live, by the thoughts, feelings, actions, and powerful voices that influence us in any episode that we are part of. The mnemonic of the Social GGRRAAACCEEESSS (Burnham, 2011) is a reminder that Gender, Geography, Race, Religion, Age, Ability, Appearance, Class, Culture, Ethnicity, Education, Employment, Sexuality, Sexual Orientation, and Spirituality all play a part in the way we interpret the world and the meanings we give to our interactions with each other. In addition, our family stories and the dominant discourses within society affect our interpretation of what is going on around us and influence what we believe we should and should not do. CMM emphasises that the ways we communicate, the language we use, play an important part in creating the social worlds in which we live and work.

We also draw on a narrative therapy approach in recognising that powerful experiences of difficulty and trauma can overshadow other stories of ability and resourcefulness (Morgan, 2000; White, 2007). We look to narratives that can co-exist with a trauma narrative to support children, young people and their families in living their lives to the full.

… our ethics and the practices we perform are intricately woven into what Lang, Little and Cronen (1990) call the aesthetics of systemic practice … joining people in their contexts, locating expertise within the persons seeking help, and working with relationships rather than only with individuals. (Fredman et al., 2010, p. 182)

Within this overall systemic framework, co-authors contribute from different theoretical and professional positions, though we are all of white British background. (We refer to co-authors by their full name the first time they are mentioned in a chapter, and subsequently by their first name only.) Miriam Richardson and Tanya Smart have a systemic background. Fiona Peacock and Tracey Fuller both had an original interest in education and are now involved in child and adolescent psychotherapeutic counselling and training. Geoff Brown trained as a Jungian analyst, and is a child and adolescent psychiatrist. Jo Williams has brought to the book her many years of social work experience and interest in attachment, providing an essential other dimension to those of the therapists. In writing the book, we have tried to explore—and find for ourselves—new insights into working with others across professions. The process of writing has involved many conversations, meetings, commenting on each other’s drafts, challenging, rewriting about our individual and shared experiences, in our attempts to co-create a coherent whole while retaining our specialisms, identities, discourses, and often our individual writing styles. This process has been rich and complex, resonating with the process of working in partnership in other contexts. A key aspect of the way in which we approach partnership work is that we attempt to reflect this in our personal and professional lives. “The ways in which we think and act help us to embody the spirit or stance that is the foundation of our work” (Madsen, 2007, p. 22). To reflect this desire to be congruent, we have approached writing this book as a collaborative project. In writing, we have aspired to create a community of practice (Wenger, 1998).

The position of looked after and adopted children

Children and young people who are adopted and, more particularly, those in the care system have a large system of people intimately involved in their lives and their care, as we describe in Chapter One. There is little comparable in the experience of a child living with her birth family. (Because of the textual clumsiness of his/her and s/he, we have chosen to use the female form when writing non-specifically about children and young people.) The network around the child embraces those adults, professional and non-professional, who are involved with the child at any particular point in time, and also those who may have had a formative influence in the past, for example, birth family and previous carers. In the book, we consider factors that inform the position each takes, including the power, rights, duties, and responsibilities given to different roles. The members of the network come with very different approaches and often different beliefs about what is best for the child. In the chapters that follow, we acknowledge the challenges of working together while continuing to remind ourselves that the ways we do this will have an impact on the child.

Of course, the most important “partner” in our work is the child or young person. We work with children whose position in the world is often one of powerlessness. In order for the child’s voice to be heard, part of working in partnership is to ensure that there is a listening space for the child’s voice. The adults in the system who are best placed to hear the child have a responsibility to convey and translate that voice to the wider network and to find opportunities for the children and young people to speak for themselves (see Chapter Eight).

Wider contexts

Major swings in national policy over the past decade are a reminder that our work—and the book—are inevitably situated in a particular time, place, and cultures. Within local authority children’s services, the speeding up of the adoption process and the introduction of the new twenty-six-week time scale for care proceedings (Children and Families Act, 2014) have led to reorganisations and new ways of working. As we write, mental health services for children and young people face major change and critical lack of resources. An increasing number of practitioners are leaving the public sector to work independently. If the professional context in which we work is one of financial hardship, anxiety and criticism, this is likely to affect professional relationships and how we give meaning to our work, in the same way that if we are part of a family that is suffering financial hardship, anxiety about the future, and exposure to criticism, we will find that our family relationships and the meanings we give to interactions in those relationships will be affected.

There have always been challenges in local implementation of national policies on “joined up working”. Multi-professional teams, generally involving social workers and mental health workers, are still rare, though the Munro Report (2011) has led an increasing number of local authorities to adopt the “reclaiming social work” model (Forrester et al., 2013; Goodman & Trowler, 2012), where social workers are given some systemic training and then often have input from therapists, working together in close interacting “hubs” or “pods”. However, the majority of work with looked after and adopted children still takes place in non-integrated teams, so we write primarily from the assumption that agencies are retaining their own separate identity and location.

Several different chapters in the book refer to Wenger’s “communities of practice”: “groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly”. We see communities of practice becoming “resource-full communities” (Fredman, 2014; Madsen, 2007, p. 4) for the children and their parents, as well as the practitioners involved in their lives.

Models of partnership working

Engaging with many members of a system may be core training for systemic practitioners, but for those who train in other disciplines or approaches, working in partnerships to facilitate therapeutic change for a child might be a conceptual shift. To try to give a practical shape to what partnership working might look like, Miriam and Fiona explored various ideas.

We thought about a model of partnership work that may be relevant in adult therapy. Such a model could be represented as shown in Figure I.1.

In this model, the client holds the points of contact and a traditional position of confidentiality between client and professional is respected. In each relationship, the line of communication is between client and professional and, in such a model, it is the client who chooses what information to disclose to whom and when. This did not seem an appropriate model for younger children and for vulnerable adolescents or young adults, as they might not feel they can communicate with the multiple adults around them. However, it is good that the child is at the centre of the system and their autonomy and wishes are given a central position in thinking.

[image: Image]

Figure I.1 A model of partnership work relevant to adult therapy.

Guishard-Pine and colleagues (2007) offer a different model of partnership for looked after children that they name “the protective shield” (Figure I.2).

Again, it feels good that the child is at the centre of the model and, in this visual representation, there is more of a sense that those around the child are communicating to some degree, thus offering the child “protection” and reducing a sense that the child has prematurely to take care of her self. However, we felt this model did not manage to convey the complexity of the relationships between the professionals with each other and the child.

In our exploration of what might come closer to a representation of the model we are trying to address in this book, Fiona suggested that it might be like the parachute game “washing machine”.

[image: Image]

Figure I.2. A child’s protective shield: the ring of confidence (Guishard-Pine et al., 2007).

This game is played with a large number of people who spread out around the edge of the parachute. The parachute needs to be on a fairly slippery surface. A child or small group volunteers to sit in the middle of the parachute and raise their arms in the air. Those around the edge of the parachute take hold of it and walk around singing until the people in the middle are wrapped up safely as if in a cocoon. If appropriate to the group, the group leader can shout 1-2-3 Go! and all those around the edge of the parachute pull on the fabric. The people in the middle emerge from their cocoon of fabric (Figure I.3).

This can become a useful visual metaphor to help us talk about what we want to do through collaborative professional working partnerships.
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