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FIVE CRITICAL COMPONENTS IN DIRECT WORK WITH CHILDREN

Seeing children: an assessment cannot be made without seeing the child, however young and whatever the circumstances. The more complex or unclear a situation or the greater the level of concern, the more important it will be to see the child regularly and to take note of appearance, physical condition, emotional wellbeing, behaviour and any changes which are occurring.

Observing children: the child’s responses and interactions in different situations should be carefully observed wherever possible, alone, with siblings, with parents and/or caregivers or in school or other settings. Children may hide or suppress their feelings in situations which are difficult or unsafe for them, so it is important that general conclusions are not reached from only limited observations.

Engaging children: this involves developing a relationship with children so that they can be enabled to express their thoughts, concerns and opinions as part of the process of helping them make real choices, in a way that is age and developmentally appropriate. Children should clearly understand the parameters within which they can exercise choice. In offering children such options, adults must not abdicate their responsibilities for taking decisions about a child’s welfare.

Talking to children: although this may seem an obvious part of communicating with children, it is clear from research that this is often not done at all or not done well. It requires time, skill, confidence and careful preparation by practitioners. Issues of geographical distance, culture, language or communication needs because of impairments may require specific consideration before deciding how best to communicate with the child. Children themselves are particularly sensitive to how and when professionals talk to them and consult them. Their views must be sought before key meetings. Again, a range of opportunities for talking to children may be needed, appropriate to the child’s circumstances, age and stage of development, which may include talking to the child on their own, in a family meeting or accompanied by or with the assistance of a trusted person.

Activities with children: undertaking activities with children can have a number of purposes and beneficial effects. It is important that they are activities which the child understands and enjoys, in which trust with the worker can develop and which give the child an experience of safety. They can allow positive interaction between the worker and the child to grow and enable the professional to gain a better understanding of the child’s responses and needs.

	Children value social workers who:

· listen – carefully and without trivialising or being dismissive of the issues raised;

· are available and accessible – regular and predictable contact;

· are non-judgemental and non-directive – accepting, explaining and suggesting options and choices;

· have a sense of humour – it helps to build a rapport;

· are straight-talking – with realism and reliability; no ‘false promises’;

· can be trusted – maintain confidentiality and consult with children before taking matters forward.

Butler and Williamson (1994) reproduced from Turning Points: A Resource Pack for Communicating with Children. Introduction. Pp. 1-2 (1997)



