“Are we there yet?”
An exploration of the key principles for working with children
accessing transitional supported accommodation services
by Lucetta Thomas
to fulfil the requirements of the
Degree of Master of Arts in Counselling
University of Canberra
April 2007

Houses on the river, by Sara, aged 5

Certificate of Authorship of Thesis

Except where clearly acknowledged in footnotes, quotations and the bibliography, I
certify that I am the sole author of the thesis submitted today entitled –
“Are we there yet?” An exploration of the key principles for working with children
accessing transitional supported accommodation services

I further certify that to the best of my knowledge the thesis contains no material
previously published or written by another person except where due reference is
made in the text of the thesis.
The thesis complies with University of Canberra’s requirements for a thesis as set
out in its Gold Book.

Signature of Candidate

Date

Contents
Acknowledgements

3

Abstract

4

Introduction

5

Aims and Objectives

5

Definitions

6

Research process

8

Potential benefits of this research

9

Hypothesis

9

Methodology

11

Preparation

11

Research Design

12

Modifications to the methodology

14

Limitations

15

Data Collection and Interpretation

16

My role within the research

18

Ethical considerations

18

Methodology for the literature review

19

Literature Review

21

Mapping children and homelessness in Australia

21

The Rights of Children

22

Children and SAAP

22

Impact of Homelessness on Children

24

Grief and Loss
Health Issues
Effects of Homelessness on Children‟s Development
Infants and toddlers
Early to Middle Childhood
The School Years
Prevention and Intervention
Self-esteem and self-confidence

25
26
26
27
27
27
28
29

Building resilience

30

Are We There Yet? What children say they want and need

31

Key issues from the literature review

33

Working with Children
Environment

33
34

Summary of the Literature Review

35

Results

37

Primary focus of workers

38

Is there value in working with children?

39

Frameworks

41

Confidentiality and Ethics
Worker-child relationship
Professionalism and boundaries

41
43
44

Skills and knowledge

45

Workers‟ qualifications and experience

49

Summary of the field research findings

51

Discussion

53

Understanding human development

53

Resources

54

Complex needs

56

Worker proficiency

56

Conclusions

59

The key principles for working with children accessing transitional supported
accommodation
60
Implications and future focus

62

Recommendations

64

References

66

Bibliography

74

Appendices

94

Supported Accommodation Assistance Act 1994 - Section 4

95

Survey instrument documentation

96

Are we there yet?
An exploration of the key principles of working with children accessing transitional, supported accommodation services

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
This research report is indebted to the input from people who work in transitional
support accommodation services.

This research acknowledges the support of Tim Moore and his team at the Institute of
Child Protection Studies, Australian Catholic University. I am very grateful to Tim
for his advice, encouragement and giving me the opportunity to be part of his own
research with children experiencing homelessness.

Tim‟s wisdom, caring and

concern has contributed to an important issue to positively to change lives.

Thank you to Iris Trenka, Christopher Cole, Keren Briggs and Fay Rice for their open
and honest advice; to the SAAP Kids Network; and to Helen Fletcher and Clare Wall
of the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
for supporting me in undertaking a Masters Degree.

Finally my biggest thanks are for Greg Thomas and my supervisor Dr Ione Lewis, for
their invaluable energy and knowledge, guidance, support and friendship.

Lucetta Thomas

April 2007

Page 3

Are we there yet?
An exploration of the key principles of working with children accessing transitional, supported accommodation services

ABSTRACT
'Mankind owes the child the best it has to give'.

Preamble, Declaration of Human Rights of 1959

This report describes the methodology, literature review, field work findings,
conclusions and recommendations of research that explores key principles for
working with children who are attending transitional supported accommodation.
These key principles seek to fill a gap in the existing body of knowledge on the
requirements and needs of homeless children as voiced by children. They are a basic
framework for accommodation service workers to use in an environment of limited
resources, and increasing numbers of children accessing their services, from which to
build the psychosocial, biosocial and physical development of children and break the
cycle of long-term and generational homelessness, poverty, and social isolation.

Lucetta Thomas

April 2007

Page 4

Are we there yet?
An exploration of the key principles of working with children accessing transitional, supported accommodation services

INTRODUCTION
Aims and Objectives
The aim of this project is to develop key principles to assist people to work with
children who are accessing transitional supported accommodation services. The
objective is for these principles to be sufficiently generalizable to make them easily
and immediately useable by a range of service providers and their practitioners (Hart,
2005: 331; Robson, 2005: 177).

Pathways to accessing crisis accommodation are varied, and can include domestic
violence services and shelters for women and their children, services for a parent
leaving a correctional facility, mental health services, financial support services,
domestic violence, and drug and alcohol services. My rationale for developing key
principles is to provide a minimum standard that all workers can use regardless of
experience or qualifications, or agency service type when a child presents for
assistance.

I undertook to research this issue after reading articles on children and homelessness,
and decided to approach this issue from the counselling perspective by looking into
what services are provided to homeless children by government, non government, and
welfare, peak and service provision agencies.

As I gathered literature on homelessness and children, I noted that there is a gap in
the literature on children‟s views of being homeless in supported transitional
accommodation. There is considerable research on children and their development
and the impact of trauma on children, and increasing data on the numbers of children
accessing government homelessness services.

However, the data on homeless

children is essentially quantitative, focuses on bed usage, is collected by adults from
adults – a parent or guardian – rather than from the child with little focus on the
consequences of homelessness on children from the child‟s perspective. I considered
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that I would provide some form of linkage between the literatures of theorists with the
voices of children by developing a framework for service workers that addresses the
needs of children accompanying an adult at supported transitional accommodation
services.

Definitions
In undertaking a review of homelessness literature, it is clear that there are a number
of definitions for homeless, child, type of accommodation and principles. For the
purpose of this review, definitions are crucial.

This review will use the three-tier definition of homelessness developed by
Chamberlain and MacKenzie (1992).

This has become the current Australian

mainstream definition after considerable use of a wide range of definitions nationally
over many decades.

The benefit of this cultural community standard is that it

considers homelessness beyond simply „rooflessness‟, to the lack of a „home‟. A
further advantage is that it provides an objective measurement not dependent upon
people‟s perceptions of homelessness but rather the positing of a minimum housing
standard „expected‟ by „the community‟.

As a result, national peak homeless

organizations, welfare service providers, research institutes, and Federal and
State/Territory government departments increasingly use this definition.

The

Australian Bureau of Statistics also uses this definition for its Census of Population
and Housing (cited in Wilson and Spoehr, 2003):

1. Primary homelessness
People without conventional accommodation, such as people living on the streets,
sleeping in parks, squatting in derelict buildings, or using cars or railway carriages for
temporary shelter.

2. Secondary homelessness
People who move frequently from one form of temporary shelter to another. This
category of homelessness covers: people using emergency accommodation (such as
hostels for the homeless or night shelters); teenagers staying in youth refuges; women
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and children escaping domestic violence (staying in women‟s refuges); people
residing temporarily with other families (because they have no accommodation of
their own); and those using boarding houses on an occasional or intermittent basis.

3. Tertiary homelessness
People who live in boarding houses on a medium to long-term basis; residents of
private boarding houses do not have a separate bedroom and living room; they do not
have kitchen and bathroom facilities of their own; their accommodation is not selfcontained; and they do not have security of tenure provided by a lease (Chamberlain
and MacKenzie, 1992: 274-297).

The Supported Accommodation Assistance Act 1994 definition of homelessness is
that a person is homeless if, and only if, he or she has inadequate access to safe and
secure housing (see Appendix A). It should be noted that the Act also states its
purpose is to “provide transitional supported accommodation and related support
services in order to help people who are homeless to achieve the maximum possible
degree of self-reliance and independence.” This definition is problematic in that it
does not take into account accommodation that is overcrowded, does not have private
ablution, washing or cooking facilities, and is not long term – which renders this term
narrow and therefore inadequate. It is important to be aware of this definition in
comparison to the Chamberlain and MacKenzie version.

A further consideration regarding the Act is its provision regarding children. The Act
provides services to children under subsection 13(1)(b) as (ii) women and
accompanying children; or (iii) independent young people above the school-leaving
age for the State concerned. The Act does not provide a definition of accompanying
children. The AIHW quantitative analysis paper Demand for SAAP accommodation
by homeless people 2003-04, however defines „accompanying child‟ as a person aged
under 18 years who accompanies a client to a SAAP agency during a support period
or who requires and/or receives assistance from a SAAP agency as a result of their
parent(s) or guardian(s) being a client of the same agency. An accompanying child
may or may not require or receive assistance. The term accompanying child is also
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used to describe a person aged less than 18 years of age who accompanies a parent(s)
or guardian(s) to a SAAP agency but whose parent‟s or guardian‟s request for
accommodation cannot be met (AIHW, 2006).
The term “child centred practice” is used in this research paper. The Institute of
Child Protection Studies specifically developed its own definition to evaluate policies
and procedures in child protection. Formulated through a comprehensive review of
literature, it comprises four themes or pillars:


Recognising critical time frames in childhood and adolescence including
assisting children and young people as early as possible (in the life of the child
and in the life of the problem);



Taking into account the development level and associated needs of children and
young people in all interventions;



Providing children and young people with appropriate opportunities to
participate in all aspects of interventions which affect them; and



Promoting a collaborative approach to the care and protection of children,
including the strengthening of networks that are critical to their wellbeing
(Institute of Child Protection Studies, 2006).

I have used this definition of child-centred practice within my research.

Research process
This report provides the methodology I developed to undertake this research, using
the models of a range of theorists on conducting researching in the field. It also
comprises a review of the literature I carried out of a range of documents on
homelessness, childhood development, and on the correlation between these two
issues. At this point of my project, I was required to apply to the University‟s
Committee for Ethics in Human Research to undertake field research.

The

Committee‟s response to my application led me to modify my aims to being an
exploration of the key principles of working with children accessing supported
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transitional accommodation. My field research methodology changed to recruiting
children and workers to complete a survey instrument using a questionnaire, rather
than to participate in interviews.

The following chapters provide detail of this

process, my data findings, and my conclusions.

Potential benefits of this research
The benefits of this research to service workers will be clear and applicable
information on children‟s needs when they are accessing accommodation services.
The benefit to children will be service workers with a greater awareness of children‟s
specific needs and consequently increased competence to work with homeless
children directly, particularly where no prior qualification on development theory
exists. This is likely to have a positive flow-on effect to service workers modelling
inclusive and respectful behaviour towards children, and improvement in children‟s
coping skills and behaviour generally, improved family functionality and parenting
skills and a diminution in potential generational homelessness. This in turn benefits
establishing and maintaining a healthier social and community capital.

It is anticipated that surveying a cross-section of service providers will provide a
broad range of interpretation of key principles. These could subsequently be adopted
by transitional supported accommodation workers without necessarily requiring
additional resources – simply a more effective workplace practice. Adoption would
ensure that the needs and thus the development of children in their service will be
maintained or strengthened, rather than diminished by stress and exclusion.

Hypothesis
My hypothesis is that there needs to be a significant change in government policy to
take into account the crucial needs of children who are accessing supported
transitional accommodation. Children less than 12 years of age are a substantial
percentage of people accessing this type of accommodation service, and usually with
a parent or guardian in crisis. This crisis is not confined to the adult, but impacts
detrimentally on children‟s long-term wellbeing.
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Accommodation

Assistance

Act

and

the

management

of

the

Supported

Accommodation Assistance Program to include children as clients in their own right,
agencies become compelled to meet the specific needs of a highly vulnerable group
of society – children. Whilst this might cause initial consternation within agencies in
terms of providing specific resources, prevention costs far less than medium and
long-term ongoing crisis management of homeless children growing up to become
homeless adults.

By drawing out key principles, I hope to add to the existing literature some evidence
that agencies and all their staff – not just designed children‟s coordinators – must
seriously acknowledge and adopt child-centred practices in their daily work. For this
reason, the key principles are an easy-to-use framework of practices for service
workers and their agencies to utilise to prevent children‟s development from
stagnating to a serious and long-term problem for not only children themselves, but
ultimately for agencies, society and government as return homeless adults. Without
caring for children in need, the prognosis for an ageing nation‟s present and future
functionality is grim.
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METHODOLOGY
Preparation
At the commencement of the research project, I examined methodological theories to
develop a system that would help me achieve my stated aims and objectives. I
commenced with reading Kayrooz and Trevitt (2005) Research in Organisations and
Communities.

Tales from the real world, Sotirios Sarantakos‟ (2004) Social

Research, Coffey and Atkinson (1996) Making Sense of Qualitative Data:
Complementary Research Strategies, and Colin Robson‟s (2002) Real World
Research. I supplement this reading Chris Hart‟s Doing your Masters Dissertation
(2005) and Doing a Literature Review (2005a).
literature on homelessness and children.

I also commenced gathering

This comprised documentation on

government policy and programs, child developmental theory, and homelessness
agency practices. To supplement gathering documentation, I undertook preliminary
discussions to check the aims of my research with colleagues working in community
social services, primary school educators, women‟s refuge practitioners, counsellors
of children, and academics and researchers in the homeless children field to test my
understanding of the issues, and address identified gaps in my approach. These
included child developmental theory, child-centred techniques, schools as
communities, living skills for children, child protection, and further resources to
assist me were raised by these discussions.
I also attended the Australian Federation of Homelessness Organisations (AFHO) 4th
national conference on homelessness – „The Great Australian Dream? Waking up to
Homelessness‟ (2006). I attended sessions and had discussions with speakers who
made presentations on issues of homeless children within Australia, which raised
further questions to include in my literature review:


the high level of children less than 12 years of age who are accessing the
Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP);



the impact of homelessness on young children;
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the omission of children as clients in their own right from the Supported
Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP);



the adult and quantitative focus of data on SAAP clients;



the rights of children under the United Nation‟s Convention on the Rights of
Children; and



the lack of research data based on the input of children.

Research Design
The structure or design of my research project was initially drawn from the following
theories (Robson, 2005: 164-5, 178, 194, 264; Hart, 2005: Ch 10):


flexible – the structure of the project develops as the research itself occurs;



qualitative – moving away from purely quantitative data by using word form;



grounded – using data from the field through interaction with people (involved
including homelessness service providers, counsellors of children, social
workers, and children themselves);



open coding data analysis – forming initial categories of information (for key
principles);



dimensional sampling – determining how widely the properties vary along a
continuum, to ensure every possible combination is included.

I undertook a two-phase approach to gathering data for my project was undertaken: a
literature review; and field work (Robson, 2005: 191). In the literature review phase
my review included the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) Demand
for SAAP accommodation by homeless people 2003-04; Norris, Thompson, Eardley
and Hoffmann (2005) Children in the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program
(SAAP) Final Report, Once upon a time in SAAP. A report of the Northern Regional
Children in SAAP service data collection by Merri Outreach Support Service Inc
(McNamara, 2003), and Children and Homelessness in Australia: Policy and
Practice Change Required (Wright-Howie, 2006). References and a bibliography are
included at the end of this report.
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These documents use a range of research methodologies that provide convergent
information on the need for homelessness services such as SAAP and the Crisis
Accommodation

Program

(CAP),

and

the

intervention-targeted

Household

Organisational Management Expenses (HOME) Advice Program to consider adopting
and implementing child-centred practices for children accompanying program clients.

The field work phase of my research project aimed to collect data from
representatives of two key groups through the use of two separate two-page
qualitative questionnaires:
1.

The first group consisted of workers: supported transitional accommodation
workers, primary school teachers, child-focused counsellors, and a trainee
foster carer made up the respondents.

The questionnaire gathered the

knowledge and experiences that inform the practices of people who work with
children (Robson, 2005: 190-1).

Surveys focussed upon the techniques,

models, principles and ethical considerations of respondents when they work
with children.

2.

The second group consisted of children aged 7-12 years.

The children‟s

questionnaire sought the children participants‟ thoughts and feelings about their
needs when staying in supported transitional accommodation.

All participants were advised of their right to refuse to participate and to withdraw
from the study at any time without penalty. This was clearly stated in the information
letter to workers, parents/guardians and children that accompanied the questionnaires.
In addition, the University‟s guidance letter on how to lodge a complaint was
provided with the information letter.

For the first group, a letter of information and invitation was posted to agencies to
pass on to their workers, together with an advisory letter to prospective participants, a
two-page questionnaire, the University of Canberra‟s template letter on making a
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complaint, and a return University addressed envelope for completed questionnaires.
The information letter stated that returning a completed questionnaire would be
deemed to be informed consent to participate in this research project. Details on
emailing and facsimiling completed questionnaires was provided in the explanatory
letter. Follow up was not undertaken, as this was a voluntary and anonymous survey.
All received questionnaires were checked and de-identified immediately if this was
necessary; this information was conveyed to prospective participants.

Agencies

invited to participate were randomly selected from an internet search of Australiawide child-related service providers.

My questionnaire for workers incorporated questions on professional and ethical
standards for three reasons: the literature indicates that older children remain as
excluded from decision-making processes regarding their present and futures as their
younger counterparts; they do not receive individualized information, and this
disempowers them at a critical (developmental) phase in their lives (Mason, 2004).

Informed consent was sought from the accompanying parent or guardian for children
to participate. It was also sought from the child, as the National Statement on Ethical
Conduct in Research Involving Humans indicates that children and youth people who
are able to understand the research project and have sufficient competence to make a
decision to participate should be provided with the opportunity give their own
consent (Commonwealth of Australia, 1999: 62, 66). If the child or young person
were to refuse to participate in this research project, then that decision would have
been immediately and fully respected.
A copy of the above documentation is included as attachments in Appendix B – my
Application for Approval to Conduct Research with Human Participants.

Modifications to the methodology
My proposal initially sought to gather data from infants to 12 year olds, as I am
specifically interested in the views of this group on their experiences of residing in
supported transitional accommodation. However, this was modified to the 7-12 year
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old age group when the University of Canberra‟s Committee for Ethics in Human
Research (CEHR) expressed its concern about involving young children and infants
in the research. The Committee‟s queries regarding counselling also resulted in my
altering the focus from counselling children to working with children. I necessitated
this change also on the basis of adopting a non-intrusive method of data collection
that could prove problematic if the young participants required explanation of the
questions, which I could not provide if not physically with them.

I had initially planned to recruit the child participants through supported transitional
accommodation agencies within the Australian Capital Territory. I subsequently
spoke with the managers of two agencies, who alerted me to a similar body of work
being undertaken simultaneously by the Institute of Child Protection Studies at the
Australian Catholic University‟s Canberra campus. I consequently met with the
Institute‟s Director and Research Fellow, who assisted me by inviting me to attend
their children‟s research group activity day, providing advice on my children‟s
questionnaire, and by forwarding the questionnaire and supplementary explanatory
documentation to their children‟s research group.

The model for my questionnaire for children, therefore, was developed on the
following basis:

validity and reliability of the survey instrument; a minimalist

approach of questionnaire for child user-friendliness; ease of completion by 7-12 year
olds; informed consent upon return of the voluntary completion of the questionnaire;
non-intrusiveness compared to an interview method; and non-intrusiveness of
questions that focus on accommodation experiences, rather than on the circumstances
leading to the children/family needing to access crisis accommodation.

Limitations
This project has been undertaken with certain limitations. Temporally, this project is
restricted to an academic year. As I am the only resource for this project, the number
of agencies and individuals recruited to take part in the research was necessarily
limited to a small sample (Robson, 2005: 164-5, 178, 194, 264; Hart, 2005: Ch 10),
and the scope did not progress to the development of a service delivery best practice
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model.

Data Collection and Interpretation
The data collection was delayed whilst waiting for approval from the University of
Canberra‟s CEHR. On receipt of clearance (the third submission) I posted survey
material to agencies for their workers to complete and return, and provided the
children‟s survey instrument to the Institute for Child Protection Studies for
dissemination.

Workers were surveyed on their views and understanding about

providing support to children. Twenty-five organizations were invited to participate
in my research. The number of worker returns was five completed questionnaires.
This low return rate is probably because timing coincided with the end of the final
school term. I reposted the material to agencies in the New Year, and attended an
ACT SAAP children‟s workers network meeting to provide information on my field
research. My final return rate was ten completed questionnaires – a 40% return rate.
I had based my methodology on a 20% return rate. All ten completed and returned
questionnaires make up the data I have analysed and reported on.

80% of

respondents worked in supported, transitional accommodation services, including the
children‟s program coordinator at a women‟s refuge. The remaining 20% identified
their work as community worker, primary school teacher, trainee foster carer, and
counsellor.

The survey instrument provided to children was forwarded by the Institute to a group
of 25 children with personal experience of residing in supported transitional
accommodation. Three surveys only were completed and returned to me. I decided
not to include the children‟s data in the research findings as this sample is too small.
My conclusions on some of the reasons why the return rate was so small are:


the children were feeling over-researched with the addition of my questionnaire
to the research they had already participated in for the Institute of Child
Protection Studies;



the children were not familiar with me personally and had not the opportunity
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for developing a sufficient level of rapport;


the children were less comfortable with a questionnaire survey method that with
a face-to-face method of data collection;



I had not provided an incentive to the children to participate;



There were other issues occurring at that time in their lives that distracted the
children;



The parent/guardian did not wish the child to complete the questionnaire and
did not give consent;



the child did not wish to be part of this reasons and did not complete the
questionnaire.

This result has alerted me to the need to prepare children carefully for inclusion in
research – communicating with children more than once and over a longer period of
time to develop rapport and engage at a deeper level to elicit their views; offering an
appropriate incentive; using different media as one method would not suit all;
providing follow up information on the survey process such as a fund day or
excursion, which perhaps could combine with returning the questionnaire.
I initially used N*Vivo software to code and categorize the data from workers‟ survey
instruments by themes and patterns (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996: 26). However, I
found N*Vivo did not align with my own preferred method of analysing the data. I
consequently transcribed all data into a word-processing document on the basis of
survey questions, then drew out the commonalities and divergences across questions
to form thematic categories.

The sample group comprised at least one representative of each of the above subgroups, ensuring the inclusion of key practitioner expertise. I noted there were two
categories of practitioners who work with children: those who have undertaken
tertiary level qualifications on the human condition; and those who have no formal
training to support their knowledge and methods. This cross-section provides a
broader range of interpretation of key principles, and contributes to a higher level of
data „saturation‟ (Lewis, 2006).
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My role within the research
My role within this project is as both researcher and also as practitioner-researcher
(Robson, 2005: 534-539).

My practitioner-researcher status relates to my

employment with Australian government policy and program management
responsibilities within the homelessness field. It is through this work that I first
identified the issue of child-centred support services within supported transitional
accommodation. As researcher, I have undertaken this project voluntarily to extend
my knowledge of homelessness children‟s issues, develop stronger academic research
skills, and to add to the existing body of knowledge in the field of providing services
for homeless children.

This conjoined researcher-practitioner/researcher role dovetails in terms of the
advantages and disadvantages of the insider/outside role. The advantages are some
pre-existing knowledge of pathways to homelessness; and access to data that are not
accessible by non-departmental staff. In addition, the role provided an opportunity
for me to carry out an exploratory study that could contribute to workplace
knowledge. The particular disadvantages were limited time and scope for me to
complete the research process, lack of expertise in undertaking research studies and
subsequently lack of confidence, and the possibility that homelessness sector
researchers and practitioners would expect a higher-quality and more comprehensive
result than the scope of the research allows (Robson, 2005: 535).

Ethical considerations
Working with children raises its own set of ethical considerations (Robson, 2005: 70).
The child‟s parent/guardian may not wish to provide information or consent for fear
of disclosure of illegal activities such as drug use, domestic violence, or fear of the
child being removed by government child protection agencies.

Prior to commencing any field research, I needed approval in accordance with the
ethical requirements of the University of Canberra. The University‟s Human Ethics
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Manual and the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research Involving
Humans—June 1999 provides the framework for research involving human
participants through University‟s Committee for Ethics in Human Research (CEHR)
(University of Canberra, 2006).

The process to receive CEHR approval to undertake field research is rigorous,
especially for field research including research with children. The CEHR required
specific information on organizations invited to participate; obtaining parental
consent from both parents where applicable; the recruitment method of children; not
raising service provider expectations; and surveying children with low literacy levels.
I sought and received advice and assistance from the Australian Catholic University‟s
Institute of Child Protection Studies regarding the appropriateness of the survey
instrument for children under the age of 12 years. In responding to the requirements
and concerns of the CEHR, I indicated that the survey method of a questionnaire is
less intrusive to participants; the questionnaire format and questions are developed on
the basis of the Miller and Duncan (2000) Outcomes Rating Scale for Children, and
for Young Children, and the Institute for Child Protection Studies; and I would take
all reasonable steps to gain informed consent from both parents, and withdraw the
child from the survey if circumstances placed the child at risk.

Methodology for the literature review
In line with the research aims, the literature search strategy focuses on research and
literature that incorporates both the status of homeless children in Australia and the
impact of homelessness on children. As noted in the Introduction, issues around
children and homelessness are complex, and consequently beyond the scope of this
research.

I started with an exploration of the current data derived from the key University of
Canberra specialist databases include PsychINFO, Health and Society, Info Trac
Online, APAIS-ATSIS, APAIS, FAMILY, and PsychArticles.

Australian

Government data relates to research by the Department of Families, Community
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Services and Indigenous Affairs and the Australian Institute of Health and welfare on
the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP).

This data were

supplemented with qualitative research specifically on children and SAAP by the
Council to Homeless Persons, and material from the Australian Federation of
Homelessness Organization.

In addition, my literature reviewed findings from field research completed by Dawn
House Women‟s Shelter, Merri Outreach Support Services, the Institute of Child
Protection Studies at the Australian Catholic University (2007), and the joint
University of Western Sydney–UnitingCare Burnside study, as well as research by
developmental theorists and practitioners including Kathleen Berger (2005),
Ruth Gordon (2004), Natalie Bolzan (2003), Jan Mason and Christine Gibson (2004),
and Leslie Gevers (1999).

On the basis of Hart (2005a), I also prepared a list of his suggested requirements
when embarking on a literature review. I subsequently provided these to my Masters
class colleagues to assist them with their own projects – the first set of questions
relates to the structure of the knowledge on a topic, and the second set to the history
of the topic; classifying and reading research – issues and options in research design;
the reading process - what the author was attempting; analysing the author's argument
– making a point or statement, by providing sufficient reason or evident for the point
to be accepted by others; fallacies in the argument; assumptions; use of analogies –
questions to ask ourselves to assess the usefulness of an analogy; metaphors – to
make a quick illustration; comparing and contrasting – not all things can be compared
with all other things (Hart, 2005).
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Objectives
Three key objectives inform my review of the literature:

1.

To ascertain the effect of homelessness on a child‟s development as posited by
developmental theorists and practitioners

2.

To identify consistent themes arising from children‟s voices on their needs
when in transitional supported accommodation; and

3.

To identify key issues for working with children accessing transitional
supported accommodation.

Mapping children and homelessness in Australia
I focussed on literature around children and homelessness: primary services available
for homeless persons within Australia and for children in particular; the views of
theorists and practitioners on children‟s experiences of homelessness, as well as the
views of at-need children themselves; transitional, supported accommodation services
resourcing concerns; and views on workers who are, and are not formally qualified to
work with children. This latter point notes two prevailing cultures held by supported
transitional accommodation workers: helping the adult who is accessing a SAAP
service translates to helping the accompanying child:

In SAAP [Supported Accommodation Assistance Program] services
children (0-16) are supported by their parents, who are in turn
supported by the service

and conversely that children have individual needs and rights:
children … are clients too in their own right needing support.
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The Rights of Children
At his keynote address to the Australian Federation of Homelessness Organizations‟
4th National Homelessness Conference in March 2006, former Chief Justice of the
Family Court Alistair Nicholson AO RFD QC refers to the situation of homeless
children as “a nation‟s shame”, and called for the Australian Government to meet its
obligations under Article 27(1) of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CROC). This requires “a standard of living adequate for child‟s physical, mental
and spiritual, moral and social development”. Citing the Non-Government Report on
the Implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in Australia to
the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child May 2005, Nicholson states that
…homelessness remains a significant human rights issue for children
in Australia … homelessness … having adverse impacts on children’s
health, education, economic security, relations with family and
community … places child at risk.

One of four areas of concern raised by the Non-Government Report is the lack of
services for children under 12 years of age, which requires that children should be
recognized as clients in their own right (Nicholson, 2006).
Nicholson‟s address was complemented by other speakers and researchers on the
effect, needs and rights of homeless children.

Outside of the presenters at the

homelessness conference and the literature reported on within this review, there is a
notable lack of research into child-inclusive practices that survey children, and few
child-inclusive models of service with the exception of practices undertaken in a
small number of women and children-specific refuges (Nicholson, 2006).

Children and SAAP
Since its establishment in 1985, SAAP has become Australia‟s primary policy and
program-based response to providing assistance to homeless people or those at
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imminent risk of becoming homeless. SAAP is a series of five-year agreements
between the Australian Government and all State and Territory Governments.
The Supported Accommodation Assistance Act 1994 provides “transitional supported
accommodation and related support services in order to help people who are homeless
to achieve the maximum possible degree of self-reliance and independence”.

In 2003-04, 1,300 non-government, community and local government services were
funded nationally under SAAP to provide support and/or accommodation to people
who were homeless or at risk of homelessness (AIHW 2006a: Table 2.3). These
organizations range from small stand-alone agencies with single outlets to larger
bodies with multiple outlets.

Each agency is focused mainly on supporting a

particular client group, such as young people, single men, single women, women
escaping domestic violence, families, or a combination of client groups.

In 2004-05, 56,800 children accompanying a parent entered a SAAP service. This
figure almost certainly understates the extent of child homelessness in Australia.
SAAP provides only one, albeit an important, source, of its magnitude of homeless
children. However, it excludes homeless people who do not seek SAAP services and
children under 16 years of age who are living apart from their parents but do not
qualify for, or alternatively do not receive, SAAP support (Nicholson, 2006).
Children under the age of 12 years are the largest demographic of people who are
homeless in Australia, with very young children having the highest rate of use. One
in every 51 Australian children aged 0-4 years accompanied a parent or guardian to a
SAAP agency at some time during 2004-05. However, almost two in every three
children accompanying a adult seeking immediate accommodation was refused a
place (AFHO, 2006).

Despite the high numbers of children under 12 years seeking SAAP accommodation,
the Act does not provide children with individual client rights. The literature agrees
that SAAP is simply not designed to meet children‟s needs. According to some
stakeholders, children are not treated appropriately as they are not seen as clients.
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This has also resulted in data on children accessing SAAP only recently being
gathered, which are predominantly quantitative, and collected by agency workers
eliciting information from the accompanying adult rather than from the child
(McNamara, 2003: 3). Information available on the service needs and requests of
children is therefore poor, as well as incomplete, limited and inconsistent in terms of
collection of data by service workers who are possibly not qualified to gather data
from children. Data forms essentially do not collect qualitative information on the
type of support requested by a child, or they record accommodation usage by (adult)
clients (Norris, Thompson, Eardley and Hoffmann, 2005: xv, 93-95). Furthermore, as
Nicholson (2006) states this data does not include all homeless children.

The

pathways to homelessness are complex, and current data collection methods are not
designed to take this into account.

What the literature is able to reflect is that causes leading to homelessness generally
comprise structural issues such as poverty and violence, rather than behavioural or
character issues. Children in transitional housing are largely treated both statistically
and practically as a homogenous group, which developmental psychology literature
condemns: children have differing needs, circumstances and requirements based on
their age, gender, level of cognitive, biosocial and psychosocial development, and
their cultural and linguistically diverse backgrounds (Norris, Thompson, Eardley and
Hoffmann, 2005: xi-xiv).

Transitional supported accommodation for children

therefore needs to be a service that “is both sensitive to their [children‟s] individual
needs and progression, acknowledging the benefits of early intervention strategies
that will invest in and support children” (McNamara, 2003: 3). The SAAP Act 1994
does not currently provide for a service that offers sensitive and progressive responses
to the diverse needs of children.

Impact of Homelessness on Children
Whilst there is little feedback from children regarding their experiences of
homelessness, the impact on children of insecurity, instability, fear and lack of safety
is well documented and applies equally to at-risk or homeless children.

Lucetta Thomas

April 2007

Page 24

Are we there yet?
An exploration of the key principles of working with children accessing transitional, supported accommodation services

Grief and Loss
The literature indicates that the trauma of homelessness impacts upon children
already affected by grief and loss (of home, family members, friends, social networks,
school and friends, pets, and personal items). The severity of the trauma itself is
influenced by children‟s own resilience and attachment networks (McKissock and
McKissock, 2005: 35), as well as the child‟s age, gender, personality and level of
cognitive, biosocial and psychosocial development (Gevers, 1999: 16). It is also
noted that most children arriving in refuges have been privy to domestic violence
(Norris, Thompson, Eardley and Hoffman, 2005: 16). In 2003–04, the AIHW (2005)
estimated that 33% (32,700) of the 100,200 clients accessing the Supported
Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP) were women escaping domestic
violence. In addition, 66% (34,700) of the 52,700 accompanying children in SAAP
were children who accompanied a female parent or guardian escaping domestic
violence (AIHW 2005:12).
Grief and loss theorists and practitioner research (Hope cited in Jurack, 2003;
Macintosh, 2004; McKissock and McKissock, 2005; Bryant cited in Brown, 2006)
indicates that children, like adults, can develop socially through being involved as
part of the family unit in coping with loss, even if the child does not understand
everything that is happening. The literature on grief and loss further indicates that
children should be informed honestly without overloading them, and be allowed to
express their grief (McKissock and McKissock, 2005: 36; Napcan, 2006). Given the
development level of the child, an experiential rather than a verbal intervention might
be more useful for the child. This could include artwork, sandpit or another form of
play.

Playing allows children to deal with anxiety through a practice that is

established, safe, “normal” for children, and provides an opportunity for de-stressing
and debriefing without retraumatizing. The importance of allowing children to tell
their story in their own way, to be listened to and reassured that they are not to blame,
to link children to attachment figures and provide protection from threat and basic
physical needs within a safe environment, are convergent themes in the trauma and
grief and loss literature (McKissock and McKissock, 2005: 36-8; Napcan, 2006; Brown,
2006; Allmand, 2004).
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Health Issues
In addition to the developmental wellbeing of children in transitional supported
accommodation, there is also the issue of physical safety, security and wellbeing.
Researchers note that there is a specificity of physical illnesses experienced by
children in transitional supported accommodation – asthma, ear infections, skin
problems, respiratory illness, and immunization drop-off (Brown, 2006:28; AFHO,
2006). Data on SAAP usage (bed numbers) indicates that couples with children
averaged 122 days in SAAP accommodation, and individuals with children averaged
55 days in SAAP accommodation during 2004-05. (AIHW 2006: 14). So in addition
to the trauma of leaving home, children experience other issues: becoming ill through
residing in transitional supported accommodation, accommodation not often focussed
on their needs, and accommodation shared with other refuge residents presenting with
distress and trauma (McNamara, 2003). Research furthermore reflects the ongoing
tendency of parents and service workers to focus on children‟s physical needs (albeit
in a limited capacity) rather than addressing their emotional and developmental needs
(Gordon, 2004: vi).

Effects of Homelessness on Children’s Development
Research shows that homelessness affects children in multi-dimensional ways, and
puts them at risk of short and long term developmental delay or impairment (Rowan
cited in McNamara and McClelland, 2003; Blanchard cited in McNamara and
McClelland, 2003: 10; Gevers, 1999: 16).

Developmental psychology theory and research agree that the effects of homelessness
– trauma, grief and loss – are delayed or permanently impoverished development of
the child. The literature describes how there is a range of distractions that stymie
child-focussed practices within service agencies. These include addressing parental
issues such as substance abuse and/or mental health issues, service workers assuming
that parents are meeting their children‟s needs, service workers‟ assumption that
assisting parents equates to assisting the child, and a lack of resources within the
agency which includes workers unskilled in child-focussed practices (McNamara and
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McClelland, 2003: 10; Norris, Thompson, Eardley and Hoffman, 2005; McNamara,
2003). There is a consequential deleterious impact upon the ability of children to
cope with trauma, grief and loss situations. Facilitation of children‟s coping requires
specific skills for a varied set of problems with a diverse group of young people.

Infants and toddlers
Children aged 0-2 years are reactive to their environment, and express themselves
through play therapy, with the involvement of the parent to maintain security through
proximity to the attachment figure (McNamara and McClelland, 2003: 4). Trauma
results in poor health and sleeping habits, and excessive screaming (Gevers, 1999:
16).

Early to Middle Childhood
2-8 year old children are self-centred, that is, they perceive that the world revolves
around them, and situations arise because of them. This can result in self-blame for
events which are often unrelated to the child (McNamara and McClelland, 2003: 4).
Trauma results in frequent illness, self-blame, low self-esteem, withdrawal, passivity,
clinginess, anxiety or aggression, social isolation, anxiety, depression, difficulty with
school work and school attendance (Gevers, 1999: 16).

The School Years
8-12 year old children continue to blame themselves for what is happening around
them, including violence within the household. These children believe they can
intervene in problem situations, but their failure to change the situation can lead to
frustration, withdrawal or aggression. They become afraid that outsiders will blame
them for what is happening in the family. (McNamara and McClelland, 2003: 5)
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Research undertaken with children has found that they felt ashamed of family
violence, particularly when commencing at a new school where the teacher knows
their background. They also expressed anxiety as a result of relocating and losing
their own networks, which causes insecurity through loss of friends, as well as
parents who did not understand what the child was experiencing (Edwards, 2003: 17,
21; Gordon, 2004: 8).

This research indicates the vulnerability of homeless children, or those residing in
transitional supported accommodation, and the need for developing resilience, selfesteem and self-confidence, and linking to attuned, secure attachment figures, to
minimize that vulnerability (Gevers, 1999: 17-18).

Prevention and Intervention
The literature indicates that the effects of homelessness on children are
conceptualized in the literature as trauma, grief and loss, which relate to attachment
theories. Developmental psychology literature concurs that the ability of children to
cope with these issues is mediated by resilience, good self-esteem and selfconfidence, and connecting young children especially with attachment figures. If
children are not assisted with experiences that they find traumatic, they face serious
impediments to their development.

The prevention or intervention in trauma is

paramount; addressing causes of delayed development is essential for long term
health and pro-societal participation.

Attachment Theory
A secure attachment, for younger children especially, is integral to their well-being
and when a child is at risk of homelessness, such attachments can be tenuous. Being
with a parent is what young children seek.

Leaving the family home, under

circumstances of domestic violence for example, can shatter a child where there is
also removal from an attachment figure. This is compounded if the child does not
wish to leave and becomes distressed, and subsequently arrives to a refuge and
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receives no opportunity to express his or her wants and needs (Bannister, Barrett,
Shearer, 1990: 179).

In addition, young children do not commence dual coding until 3-4 years of age.
According to Paivio (1986), Dual Coding Theory holds that all sensory input is
divided into two types; verbal and nonverbal. Nonverbal is also called symbolic and
is primarily relied upon for creating mental images and analysing scenes, or
environments. Paivio‟s empirical studies show that language and symbolic elements
such as images are handled and coded by these two separate but complementary
cognitive subsystems. The systems operate independently of each other and are
accessed in different ways.

So the toddler will lack the cognitive capacity to

understand that an action is reversible; for example, that leaving the attachment figure
is not necessarily permanent (Spiers, 2001: 166-167).
The child‟s need for psychological safety with his or her attachment figure remains,
and needs to stay intact. How can this be restored in circumstances of fleeing
domestic/family violence and/or homelessness?

Where parents have a good

understanding of their own childhood attachments, they are more likely to attune to
their child‟s needs. This creates a space in which the parent and child can respond to
the needs of the other (Spiers, 2001:166). However, if the parent is in trauma and
crisis also, his or her capacity to relate to the child‟s needs could be considerably
diminished. Research on developmental psychology indicates that adequate answers
to what children need should be sought from children in the first instance (MacIntosh,
2004).

Self-esteem and self-confidence
The research indicates that low self-esteem of children comes as a result of failure or
non-achievement (McCaskill, 2002: 3). For the school years of 8-12, self-esteem
requires feeling unique, included by peers, and understood (ParentLink, 2003; Jurack,
2003). Bolzan‟s recent study on community attitudes towards young people supports
the premise that participation by young people in civic life provides for self-value and
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self-esteem, and respect for and by adults, instead of reduced confidence, self-esteem,
and self-respect, and the potential for creating anger in the young person and
expression through violence (Bolzan, 2003).

Building resilience
The literature on resilience notes that it is important that children have the
opportunity to tackle manageable tasks to develop their problem-solving skills. This
aids children to gain self-esteem through achievement, and the self-confidence to try
again if they are initially unable to complete the task (McCaskill, 2002: 11-12).
Children who see mistakes as ineptitude have little reason to rally. Where this is
accompanied with the early to middle childhood ego-centric phase, self-blame for
what goes wrong (such as domestic violence) results in the diminution of resilience
and the child‟s sense of self crumbling. Without resilience, a child will feel isolation,
shame, distrust, frustration (McNamara, 2003; ParentLink, 2003; McNamara and
McClelland, 2003: 4; McCaskill, 2002: 13-14).

Resilient children are able to look outside themselves for answers on why something
goes wrong. They recognize negative thoughts they might have, and control them.
They view failure as what they did, not who they are. These children believe that
they can make a difference, that they are worthwhile, and that they are loved and
supported (McCaskill, 2002: 13-14).

Resilience is built upon positive parental and peer relationships, a sense of control
and self-efficacy, physical and mental good health, personal competence, and
acceptance of oneself and life (Gordon, 2004: 5; Allmand, 2004).

The literature demonstrates that adults have some understanding of the needs of
children, but adults‟ own needs and experiences influence this understanding,
resulting in a lack of understanding or misunderstanding of what a child needs. Even
child protection services are also adult orientated – the voices heard are not those of
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children but of professional service workers. Attention is focused on engaging the
parent or parents, and addressing their parenting skills (Mason and Gibson, 2004: 10).
Mason and Gibson‟s comprehensive research study is based on surveys with children,
and found that current child protection practices are passive and disempowering.
This result is vastly different from child-inclusive practices, which are directed at
child-specific activities, draw on a child‟s competence and participation, and look at
both adults‟ and children‟s priorities. Service providers, Mason and Gibson note, do
not necessarily embrace child participative practices, as they consider them to be too
child focused in an environment of limited resources. The researchers maintain that
service providers reject child-based practices as they directly highlight flaws in
existing service models (Mason and Gibson, 2004).

Are We There Yet? What children say they want and need
The literature search found there is little available data on what children say about
their circumstances. The literature is therefore considerably benefited by the research
of Strategic Partners (1998), Edwards (2003), Macintosh (2004) and Mason and
Gibson (2004).

Field research from these researchers showed that children are

articulate regarding their needs:

“given supportive circumstances, children can

usually express themselves with devastating clarity and that their world can be
accurately, sensitively and safely fed back into the decision-making process”
(MacIntosh, 2004).
There is a strong consensus amongst the children in the Strategic Partners‟ study that
when parents are in conflict, children benefit from having a chance to talk about how
this affects them. The children interviewed felt that the chance to talk in their own
right was beneficial. Parental conflict rarely went unnoticed or unfelt by the children
involved in the study; even “quiet” conflict left its mark if it went unresolved. This
resulted in children of all ages feeling tense, confused and worried, states which their
undeveloped reasoning skills can not yet process (Strategic Partners, 1998).
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Feedback from children aged 5 to 12 years as surveyed by Edwards (2003), and from
school-aged children by Mason and Gibson, is that children want and need to have
the opportunity to express how they feel about what has happened, to feel they are
listened to, to be part of decisions made affecting their lives, to be reassured their
opinions are valid, to be treated as an individual, to continue relationships with people
they have something in common with, and to maintain meaningful emotional
relationships. Children stated that they want to have the rules of the shelter explained
to them, and to know why the rules are there. They seek to participate in normalizing
activities that replicate stress-free everyday community living as much as possible –
schooling, networking with friends, exercise, recreation and freedom of choice.
Normalizing activities make children feel good and can include writing songs and
doing artwork – particularly about their own culture, and having their own toy/s to
play with (to prevent in-shelter conflict with others). Children also sought to have
ready access to food.

The children within the 8-12 year old group specifically

requested that they have their own space, so that these school-aged children were not
co-located with infants in play areas.

On the issue of accessing a counsellor, children noted that it was mostly very helpful.
One school-aged girl stated:

Our Mum and Dad hate each other and we need someone to talk to, to
get what we wanted. It eventually helped because you spill out what's
inside. It felt weird and nervous, but it was great. It makes you want
to say all your feelings – like I wanted to scream and shout …she [the
counsellor] told me why I couldn't get what I wanted, which was free
access to Dad. If I tell my friends I'm seeing a counsellor, they'd think
I was a freak. I'd be scared to answer questions in front of my parents
(Strategic Partners, 1998: Section 5.4).

Outside of counsellors, people working with children require the skills and
knowledge of effectively engaging with children. According to Geldard and Geldard
(2005: 43-4) engaging is utilizing a number of differing processes that need to be
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brought into play if therapeutic change is to occur. Their model of engaging with
children comprised the following model:
1.

Joining with the child;

2.

Inviting and enabling the child to tell their story, using child counselling skills
and media, and dealing with resistance and transference;

3.

Enabling the child to release emotions and resolve issues;

4.

Empowering the child;

5.

Helping the child to think differently; and

6.

Helping the child to behave differently.

One respondent to the field research supported this theory:

Knowing when it is appropriate to engage a child and to know when it
is harmful or not appropriate to engage a child.

Key issues from the literature review

Working with Children
The available literature agrees on the major issues for working with children who are
homeless. Built upon developmental theory and the views of children, counsellors or
service agency workers need an approach of addressing the most recent trauma first,
and then to provide support or counselling, followed by skills development (Allmand,
2004; McCaskill, 2002).

Maintaining a child centred approach, according to Winkworth and McArthur (2005),
means being guided by contemporary knowledge about the welfare of children and
includes keeping the child‟s perspective and experience uppermost in all
considerations. Within child welfare, this is referred to as listening to the child‟s
voice, and working in the child‟s best interests (Winkworth and McArthur, 2005: 5,
8).
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Within this framework, child-inclusive practices are based on genuine empathy and
respect for children; honesty, clarity and truth in what workers tell children without
overloading them; active listening to the child, and reflecting back to the child to
ensure that workers have understood what a child has said. It is necessary to give
children space to express what has happened; to give reassurance and support that the
child is not alone, responsible, or to blame; and reassurance that the child‟s needs are
important. Children need information on their safety, the shelter‟s role, shelter rules,
play spaces, toys, activities, and access to other children/networks to provide fun and
a normalizing environment. It is critical for their development that children are
included and involved in an age-appropriate manner in decision making about the
future – individually and with their parent/s (Mason and Gibson, 2004; Gevers, 1999;
Baulderstone and Scott, 1999; Jurack, 2003; McNamara and McClelland, 2003;
ParentLink, 2003). This requires practitioners to have a high level of competence in
engaging with children, if they are to overcome displacement-related and other
trauma, for their development to progress positively (Geldard and Geldard, 2005).

Environment
The literature review and field research of this research has drawn upon models of
good practice currently undertaken by some SAAP service providers for women with
children escaping domestic violence. These agencies have child-inclusive practices,
and have documented the type of environment that children respond to positively or
recommend when they are asked for their thoughts and input.

The environment and staff of the transitional, supported accommodation, these
agencies recommend, should have an atmosphere of welcome for all children.
Services provided to children should be timely to maximize benefits and should occur
in a safe, non-judgemental space for children to express themselves, and for the
worker to assist the parent/s to recognize and support their child emotionally.

Children are more likely to confide and tell their story if they have control over what
happens next, and engage with the same worker as much as possible: continuity of
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support is vital. Workers need to be genuinely interested in what children have to
say, and show it. It is more comforting for children if the worker interacts at the
child‟s level, for example sitting on the floor and using the child‟s vocabulary, and
engaging in play activities that are appropriate for the circumstances and the child‟s
developmental capabilities. Engagement can also be non-verbal – the worker should
check the child‟s physical communication (Gevers, 1999: 17-18; Bannister, Barrett,
Shearer, 1990: 65).

Children often arrive at transitional, supported accommodation with little, if any,
personal belongings. It is highly recommended that children are provided with their
own comforter on arrival – such as a soft toy or dummy (ParentLink, 2003). Some
child-inclusive agencies provide a welcome bag that contains a comforter, activity
and information book on the shelter, and basic school and wash items they are likely
to have left behind, especially if escaping domestic violence. It is also crucial that the
service agency provides nutritional food, and maintains the safety of personal
property (Bannister, Barrett and Shearer, 1990: 65, 180; Gevers, 1999: 49;
Baulderstone and Scott, 1999: 44, 107,161-167, 194-202; Brown, 2006).

Best child-friendly practices for outreach services are to build trust by explaining the
service worker‟s role, listening to both the parent/s and children, and developing case
management plans together with the child (McNamara and McClelland, 2003).

These child-inclusive practices not only meet the needs of children, but are aligned
with developmental theory, and meet Australia‟s basic obligations under the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. These practices provide intervention
and at times a prevention safety net for children at risk of a range of serious ongoing
repercussions.

Summary of the Literature Review
The key principles of child inclusive practices focus on the well-being of the child as
an individual, and not a secondary appendage to an adult. The principles remove the
potential for misunderstanding by listening to the voices of children regarding their
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needs, which diminish the unhelpful adult-orientation of current homelessness
services practices. Child-focussed practices engender respect between adults and
children, reducing the potential for children feeling frustrated and demonstrating
behavioural problems, such as violence.
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RESULTS
Children are people with feelings, thoughts and all sorts of great ideas
and strengths. Giving kids the opportunity to talk or act or whatever
they need to express themselves is the best thing you can do for them.
An example is this one teenage boy who was very shy but needed
someone to put together his weight set with him. We hardly spoke but
we communicated by putting the set together. It was one of the best
afternoons because this shy boy started to speak about who he is and
what he is into. It was a great afternoon, hard work on the weight set
but worth every second!
(Women‟s refuge children‟s program coordinator)

Having established through the literature review what children say they need, workers
at this and at non-shelter of service agencies were invited and participated in field
research.

Key points raised by respondents were provider throughout the questionnaire,
indicating that workers have consistent concepts for working with children. The
dominant philosophy evident in the data was the necessity for workers to take a childcentred approach to children arriving at their agency. This approach was articulated
as treating the child as an individual with his or her own specific needs. These
respondents also noted the importance of engaging with children through processes
that aligned with the developmental capacity of children in accordance with current
child development theory. The theme of respect featured strongly in the data –
respect for children, and their rights and roles as participants within their family, and
in the need for workers to be authentic when engaging with children.
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Primary focus of workers
The survey sought workers‟ primary focus when a parent with children arrives at a
service. A number of respondents focussed on more than one issue, such as the safety
of the children, and engaging with them to address their needs.

Workers' Primary Focus

General crisis resolution
General agency support
Focus is on parent/s
Focus is on children
Child and family safety

50% of responses focussed on ensuring the safety of the child and family. 10%
focussed on housing, resolving the crisis if possible, then referring on and following
up.

10% provided whatever support was available within the guidelines of the

agency‟s program.

50% focussed on engaging with children to ascertain the

children‟s wellbeing both physically and emotionally. The qualitative arguments
included:

Meeting basic needs of support.
The child’s needs!

How the situation is affecting the child/ren.
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Has the child the skills to express and identify their needs and to deal
with the present situation?

Ensuring that everyone has a chance to be heard, which is sometimes
harder with children and needs patience and kindness.

Children are not forgotten if the parent/s are required to complete
paperwork, for example, a snack, book or DVD goes a long way to say
they are important too!
20% noted their focus is on the parent/s, and 10% focussed on the parent/s‟ emotional
state and coping ability as “this will affect the children”.

Is there value in working with children?
On the value of directly working with children, views fell quite clearly into two
groups. 80% of respondents agreed that it was important to provide a service to
children:

Without question, because the children are a part of the family and
have also been affected by the circumstances that brought the family to
the refuge.

This time is incredibly stressful for children too, and the majority of
our tenants are children.

Because children are affected by living an itinerant, chaotic lifestyle
and they are clients too in their own right needing support.

I am quite new to the SAAP sector, but have found it essential for our
organization to have services specifically for children; we run two kids
groups, a homework group and a rock-climbing group per week.
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This group also noted the importance of checking children‟s understandings of
events, providing children with information, assisting them to make sense of events,
and to:

Identify critical areas to address and to target these.

Identify issues of self blame.

Provide an independent outlet for emotion.

Provide a safe place for children to express their feelings/fears.

Give the child a sense of someone caring.
Ensure children are aware that there is help and an adult … to talk to
confidentially.

Respondents noted the issue of the child taking on adult responsibilities.

For

example, children may take the role of protecting their parent/s, and their parent/s
may not have the skills or state of mind to support their child sufficiently:

Engaging

with

children

encourages

children

to

sense

support/assistance, also encourages parents to sense that support is
available for [the] whole family.
In this worker‟s view, working with children benefits parents also.

The remaining 20% of respondents who answered this question were not in favour of
directly working with children. One participant noted that:

The parent/guardian is the actual client, however the child observes
you building a trusting relationship with the parent/guardian.
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Further comments from workers in this group argued for why children should not be
directly engaged by workers:

Generally SAAP services are not adequately funded or staffed to
provide higher level services to children.

SAAP workers primarily work with the adults involved and have no
further authority.

It is not our role to interfere in family dynamics by addressing children
or directing probing questions to children.

In SAAP services, children (0-16) are supported by their parents, who
are in turn supported by the service.

There seems to be an expectation that SAAP workers can or should
take responsibility for addressing the complex needs of children
accompanying adults, in crisis, in crisis accommodation services. This
is however a reflection on the lack of adequacy or appropriateness of
child welfare services – especially in regional Australia.

Frameworks

Confidentiality and Ethics
60% of respondents stated that confidentiality and other ethical issues were
contingent upon mandatory reporting requirements:

No session is ever completely confidential due to child protection
reporting requirements.
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Respondents noted that it is necessary to be honest with the child regarding the nexus
between confidentiality and their safety:

It is essential to be honest about sharing information from the child if
it is necessary to keep the child safe, also need to do something if the
child needs you to. Sometimes you just need to hear what they say and
respect that that is all they need for now.

Confidentiality is necessary to gain trust, and for a child to feel safe
BUT the child’s issues must be seen in the broader context.

Child protection issues were identified as a component of working with children:

Workers need to consider the need for notification to DoCS.

This worker is referring to the New South Wales Government Department of
Community Services which provides child protection services, parenting support and
early intervention, foster care, adoption services and help for communities affected by
disaster.

One respondent noted that applying confidentiality and ethical issues in working with
children is:

Essential, training should be mandatory.

A respondent noted that these issues need to be explained to the child and the parent.
Another worker stated that:

Age is one issue, that is, confidentiality issues may increase as child
gets older, it’s useful to demonstrate and explain confidentiality
boundaries.
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This area was noted as complex:
It can be a bit tricky – a conflict of interest, but it pays to be honest
and open with all involved.

That children should have the same if not more rights than adults.

It is wise to not be alone with young children especially until the family
is well known, that is, there is a good relationship between the worker
and the family.

This latter point related to worker concerns that complaints could be made against
them. Whether this possibility could influence workers against working with children
would require further – and potentially highly relevant – exploration on worker-child
support relationships, including an analysis of how gender influences willingness to
work with children.

Worker-child relationship
The relationship between a worker and a child was described by respondents as
supportive, based in conversation, defined by language, caring and safe, and “varies”.
90% of respondents noted the necessity of acting in the best interests of the child.
Child-specific issues included:

Not to slip into a parenting mode.
Older peer, younger peer – teach, listen and learn.

Objective (adult), trusting (child) ideally!

Sometimes friendship, sometimes mentor, sometimes confidante,
sometimes advocate.
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expectations.

Never be clandestine and secretive!

Always be

considerate and understanding of the family the child belongs with.

Not needy or seeking anything from the child.

Innocent.

Professionalism and boundaries
In response to a survey question on what does professionalism mean to you when
working with children, 80% of responses cited the need to adhere to a boundary.
Boundaries included legal obligations as well as keeping to a professional role. The
former included:

An understanding of legislation, and legal obligations.

Respect for individual and family cultural values, that is, skills for
working with diversity.

Being an adult, even in the silliest moments.
Same as for adults – but there are issues being alone with children.

Make sure the child is safe.

The professional boundaries described by participants comprised the following:

Clear boundaries and an understanding of your own role in working
with children.

Not getting emotionally over-involved.
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Being there whole-heartedly for the child.

Clarity of purpose of interaction.
Being honest – don’t make promises you can not keep or control.

Of some concern is one respondent who noted that to him/her, professionalism meant:

Not much.

Skills and knowledge
Usually children are already going through a really difficult time and
they most need a trusted adult who they know is on their side.

Responses unanimously advocated for the need to work at a level appropriate to the
child‟s developmental level:

Having an understanding of child development issues and responses to
trauma.

Having knowledge of age relevant behaviour.

Workers need to be age and developmentally appropriate.

Knowledge of childhood development issues and insightfulness as to
when early intervention services are required.
Using language and tone of voice accommodated to the child’s level,
that is using their language.

Breaking concepts down to simple parts.
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Having the capacity to engage with all ages and various personalities.
Also experience with children would be useful.

There are many ways to communicate with children and which one you
use depends on how old the child is and what circumstance they have
come from.

The concept of engaging with children features strongly in the data:

Children need to be heard; their thoughts and feelings are real and
need to be acknowledged. As adults it is our job to protect the children
from harm, help them negotiate the hard times and the good times and
hear what they have to say.
„Engaging‟ comprised what engagement is, when to engage, and ways in which to
engage with children:

Knowing when it is appropriate to engage a child and to know when it
is harmful or not appropriate to engage a child.

An actual capacity to connect with young people at various ages.

Assessing a situation quickly and adapting to where the child is at is
essential.
Engagement was also referred to as being able to “connect”:
An understanding of how it might feel to be in the child’s position.
Being transparent in your actions and intentions – open and honest.

Genuine, congruent.
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Being real – children quickly sense inauthentic behaviour towards
them.

Working with children is about really being who you are and being
open to whoever they are.
Basically use of self is what a worker has to offer – technique, method,
approach can vary but it is difficult to be other than one’s self –
training can help – yes – but actual capacity will most likely determine
results, I think.

There were two main foci in how respondents engage with children: firstly, through
the use of play techniques and secondly through providing space. Workers indicated
engagement through play occurred through a number of methods, comprising story
books, imagination games and conversations, talking while undertaking an activity,
providing a distraction, and focusing totally on the child at times. Other ideas were:
Allow them to be children – to play.

Concrete materials (eg St Luke strength cards or bear cards).

Sitting and eating together also works.

For my role (SAAP service) Narrative therapy.
I guess you need energy! You need to be able to play … to be creative
and open.

Secondly, workers noted the importance of giving children both physical and
temporal space:
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Be aware of and give children physical space.

Take your time.

Sometimes you just need to hear what they say and respect that that is
all they need for now.

Quiet time together doing something that the child likes, then
encouraging them to open up.

Allow time for rapport.

A chance to be heard, which is sometimes harder with children and
needs patience and kindness.

Responses also specified using positive reinforcement with children:

Make the child comfortable and safe by giving them attention and
positive reinforcement, and be inclusive from the start – this can be
just saying hello.

It is important that the accommodation worker model positive and
inclusive behaviour towards children who accompany adults in crisis
services.

Inspiring in them trust and confidence in the worker.
Follow through on what you say so you don’t let them down like so
many have.
Respect the child’s views.
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Willingness to try to understand a child … must genuinely like children
and being with children.

If you are happy to be there, kids will respond.

Expressing care and concern for the whole family.

Three other respondents stated that children needed to be treated as individuals:

Without boxing them into a type.

Not to have preconceived ideas about a child, that is, have an openminded approach to each child.

Often the problem is that there are a lot of children with differing
needs and that makes it hard to get needs met especially if they are
siblings. It can be very hard dealing with angry children, especially
violent boys (mostly boys) in the setting of the family.

Respondents noted workers are a role model for children, which varied according to
the worker but which needed to be relevant and include appropriate attributes and
behaviours to match the individual child.

Two respondents also noted:
They need to know that it’s ok to tell someone supportive how they feel.

Show love.

Workers’ qualifications and experience
Respondents were asked to provide information on their experience and qualifications
for working with children.
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qualification which included the following: Bachelor of Arts with a double major in
Psychology, Bachelor of Arts (Honours) and a Psychology major, Graduate Diploma
in Education, Bachelor of Arts (Applied Psychology), Bachelor of Social Work,
Bachelor in Social Science (Welfare), and a Diploma of Community Welfare. In
addition, respondents noted, but did not specify, various qualifications relating to
working with children, such as over twenty-five years of experience working with
children, three years of study in Somatic Psychotherapy, two years experience with
the community sector, and “lots of experience working with homeless people”.
Worker's Qualifications and Experience
12
10
8
Years

6
4
2
0
Tertiary Study/Training

Work Experience

Respondents stated they had from one to twelve years work experience in supported,
transitional accommodation. Relevant experience was also noted by two respondents
as parenthood:

Motherhood is a good start! Nine years experience in the job is better
than reading books about it for nine years.

I am not a parent but I think this would be helpful.

The range of work contexts within supported, transitional accommodation incuded a
generalist service for families and single adults, a youth refuge, accommodation that
also provided a crisis service, and a women‟s refuge with a children‟s afternoon
group and holiday program.
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Respondents raised the need for workers to have formal qualifications to work with
children:

Early childhood qualifications and or education qualifications. Actual
counselling qualifications, child care qualifications.

Children should not be expected to receive case management or
workers to work directly with children in SAAP services, as currently
most service workers in SAAP don’t have the relevant experience or
qualifications or skills particularly for complex cases.

One respondent noted, however:

I think working with children is an intrinsic ability that is difficult to
learn.

Summary of the field research findings
The most basic principle is that children need to be heard, their
thoughts and feelings are real and need to be acknowledged. As adults
it is our job to protect the children from harm, help them negotiate the
hard times and the good times and hear what they have to say.
SAAP Worker

A large percentage of the respondents agreed that it is important to provide a service
directly to children, to ensure the safety of the child and their family, and to
determine the child‟s emotional and physical needs by directly seeking this
information from the child himself or herself. These respondents noted also that to do
this, workers benefit from being able to draw upon relevant theory to assist them to
understand child developmental psychology, the impact of trauma on the various age
groups of young children, and the behavioural repercussions of traumatic events such
as homelessness.
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child‟s issues at a potentially critical time in their young lives. These respondents
appeared to utilise both their tertiary education and in-field work experience to guide
them.

Respondents without formal qualifications but experience working with

children and in supported transitional accommodation converged on a number of
points with their tertiary-education colleagues – divergences related to the worker‟s
understanding of professionalism, and that the role of supported transitional
accommodation is to assist adults directly, and not children.

There are a number of principles that can be drawn from the responses which form
key principles in working with children:

Acting in the best interests of the child.

Giving the child his or her voice.

Engaging with the child.
Checking the child’s understanding of events, and providing
appropriate information, especially on their safety.

Reassuring the child through demonstrating genuine positive regard.
Working at the child’s developmental level.
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DISCUSSION
Children usually understand far more than adults think.
Primary school teacher, counsellor and trainee foster carer

The literature of child-inclusive theorists and practitioners on issues affecting
homeless children highlights that there are key considerations for working with
children accessing transitional supported accommodation. These considerations are
vital to support and maintain children‟s biosocial, cognitive and psychosocial
development.

Not applying these considerations almost certainly will result in

dysfunction, Tsorbaris notes (2004). How workers aligned with theorists is the focus
of this chapter.

Understanding human development
In SAAP services children (0-16) are supported by their parents, who
are in turn supported by the service. Workers need to consider the
need for notification to DoCS.
The key considerations for working with children are understood by the respondents –
and particularly by those who indicated that they have undertaken formal study or
training on the human condition. Within this group there is a clear understanding that
service workers should treat children individually, rather than assume that an adult
has the parenting skills or emotional calm to support accompanying children when
presenting at supported transitional accommodation.

Workers noted their

understanding that children have a different view of the world than adults, have the
need to tell their story and articulate needs, and to be informed about the safety at the
shelter, and the safety of their family. It is not unusual, theorists and workers noted,
for young children to take on the role of looking after the family including the
adult/parent. It was also not unusual for the parent/s to hide their circumstances for
fear of their children being removed from them and placed in State Government
institutions which further traumatized an already distressed parent and child.
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Including children in family discussions therefore can be necessary for the child‟s
peace of mind regarding safety and future decisions affecting the family.

Segregating parents and their children in itself can also be problematic:

some

agencies do not have child-centred practices or facilities, and some agencies channel
children to the agency‟s child coordinator and away from their parent/guardian and
attachment figure.

Resources
Generally SAAP services are not adequately funded or staffed to
provide higher level services to children.

Not only are the resources provided by SAAP agencies for children not
acknowledged, but most importantly, they are also not funded.

For the former type of agency, resources are improved for by workers having an
increased knowledge of (and competence to practice) the key principles for working
with children. Workers with child-centred skills significantly enhance their existing
efficiency as practitioners to the benefit of children and their parent/guardian by
sharing the role of child advocate until the accompanying adult has the competence,
or emotional wellbeing, to do so.

Where children have assumed the lead role within the family unit, or are
developmentally able to participate in decision-making, it is crucial they are not
segregated to the children‟s area. As noted by both theorists and survey respondents,
children need to feel valued, and to know what is occurring in terms of their family‟s
present and future. Being informed through respectful and normalizing techniques
engages both adult and children provides a role model for the family to work together
constructively. It shows that the agency and its workers respect adult and child
equally, demonstrates that children are valued in their own right, and that they can
contribute to the future undertakings of the family in a positive, age-appropriate way.
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It also abides by Article 12 of the United National Convention on the Rights of the
Child (CROC), which gives children the right to express their views to the decisionmaker and have those views taken into account.

Implementing a standard set of key principles provides a clear framework for all
accommodation workers to understand what they are doing for their clients and why,
provides workers with skills to undertake a wider range of role-sharing with their
colleagues within the service agency, and helps workers to manage themselves as a
resource. Key principles can lead to greater sharing of common knowledge and
experiences within and between agencies so that workers and agency managers can
continually reflect on and develop their practice in relation to the needs of children
and their parents. Role-sharing is not only beneficial to adult and young clients, but
also allows workload sharing: accommodation work can be highly stressful for
workers where resources are limited, leading to frustration and burnout, and reduced
empathy with clients.

Where the service provider might be the only agency available for a range of reasons
such regional or remote locality, workers may be expected to provide a broader range
of services to clients. The key principles are additional tools for workers to use in
these circumstances, including in the context of SAAP services by respecting and
valuing all regardless of age, and potentially reducing the length and repetition of
client stays.

There is also a real need for Federal and State/Territory governments to review their
current policies and practices around child-inclusive practices.

the omission of

children from the SAA Act not only results in children not receiving highly-important
developmental support, but also in agencies that provide services for children not
receiving funding specifically for this purpose. In the case of a mother accessing
transitional supported accommodation with several children, government funding for
those children is not provided to the agency. This could lead to accommodation
providers refusing to accept children, leading to increased numbers of families living
in unsafe and inappropriate circumstances.
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Complex needs
Involving children in family decision-making, whilst empowering for children, does
need to be undertaken where a child is emotionally able to participate. Children
typically are experiencing distress and trauma at the time of accessing transitional
supported accommodation. This can and does manifest in emotional and behavioural
problems, such as sleep disturbance, eating difficulties, aggression and over activity,
depression, anxiety, grief and self-harm (Wright-Howie, 2006).

This was noted by

one worker who stated that:

It can be very hard dealing with angry children, especially violent boys
(mostly boys) in the setting of the family.

McNamara and McClelland (2003) noted this in their research, and the value of
addressing violent behaviour using child-centred practices: providing the freedom to
the child to express feelings and emotions about what has happened, and building
relationships again with others; explaining to the child what has occurred, and
assisting the child develop non-violent skills to problem solve.

Using flexible

resources to assist children and a mixture of specific child-based programs, states
Wright-Howie (2006), would enhance the good work that is already being done by
many homelessness agencies.

Worker proficiency
It is wise to not be alone with young children especially until the family
is well known, that is, there is a good relationship between the worker
and the family.
This point related to a worker‟s concern that complaints could be made against them.
There would be considerable value in examining whether gender impacts on the
uptake of employment in child-related sectors generally, in addition to
accommodation services.
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Not much.

This comment was in response to a survey question for workers on their
understanding of what professionalism means when working with children. This
response raises a number of serious implications: are workers receiving information
on, and aware of their roles and responsibilities according to Australian legislation?
Are they aware of the ramifications of unprofessional behaviour on vulnerable clients
and children? Are agencies aware if non-comprehension exists in their workforce?
Lack of knowledge and understanding potentially leaves children and workers‟
agencies at risk of harm through (legal) incompetence. Where agencies are funded by
government to provide supported transitional accommodation services, noncompliance is a highly serious matter. It further suggests that funding needs to be
contingent upon agencies and their workers adhering to a minimum standard of work
practices and ethics. This might require a mechanism for child-aged users, or clients,
to provide feedback to SAAP program managers when they have moved out of
supported, transitional accommodation and are able to observe and reflect upon their
experiences.

Perhaps a suitable response also is comments made by other workers:
Currently most service workers in SAAP don’t have the relevant
experience or qualifications or skills.

The complex needs of children living in families who are in crisis
require the skills and abilities of trained professionals.

[Confidentiality and ethics issues are] Essential, training should be
mandatory.
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[Skills needed are] Early childhood qualifications and or education
qualifications.

Actual

counselling

qualifications,

child

care

qualifications.
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CONCLUSIONS
Children are invisible under current SAAP provisions – children need to
be included as clients in their own right.

Children are the largest and still increasing single group accessing transitional supported
accommodation services (Australian Federation of Homelessness Organizations, 2006).
At the same time, data on homeless numbers is flawed to the extent that it does not
represent the total homeless population – children included (Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare, 2006).

My research has explored current literature, and highlights a number of issues for
children at imminent risk of homelessness. These include a definition of homelessness,
of child, on the role of the Supported Accommodation Assistance Program (SAAP) in
relation to children, of the impact of homelessness on the child, and understanding and
addressing the needs of children in transitional supported accommodation.

I have looked into these issues with a view to putting forward key principles that address
children‟s needs when accessing transitional housing. It became clear that the Supported
Accommodation Assistance Program, as the primary response to homelessness in
Australia, provides a vehicle to link government, service providers, and current theory
on children‟s developmental needs.

Developmental psychologists agree that the degree to which homelessness impacts upon
children relates to the resilience, self-esteem and self-confidence levels of the individual
(Thomson Goodall Associates cited in McNamara, 2003; Gordon, 2004: vi; Efron, Horn
and Jewell cited in Brown, 2006: 28). In surveying children themselves, recent research
notes that children‟s needs differ from the assumptions made about their needs by adults.
This is a crucial conclusion within the body of relevant literature, and specifically impact
upon SAAP legislation and practices.
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Feedback from children on their requirements are that they want to be listened to with
empathy and understanding, to be supported and comforted, to be informed honestly and
truthfully, to be given choices, to be included and involved in decisions made on the
family‟s future, to have access to a safe and normalizing environment with activities, fun
and friendships, and to maintain networks such as friends, family, pets, community
groups, school, and key attachment figures.

Initiatives to ensure that the long-term impact of homelessness and poverty are not
compounded means child-inclusive practices become key practices. Government policy
makers and program managers across the disciplines of housing, youth and children‟s
services now need to reconsider jointly their focus on what and how transitional
supported accommodation deliver services to address children‟s needs, as do
accommodation service providers.
These key principles are critical, for today‟s children are tomorrow‟s adults.

The key principles for working with children accessing transitional supported
accommodation
The findings of the views of both theorists and children on children‟s experiences of
homelessness, and of the large majority of workers involving in this research, indicates
strongly that workers in supported transitional accommodation – as well as other childrelated occupations – need to be aware of the specific needs of child who are utilizing
their services.

Together, their views form key principles for working with children who are accessing
supported transitional accommodation:


Acting in the best interests of the child
This aligns with the position put forward by several theorists including Winkworth
and McArthur (2005) who describe this as maintaining a child centred approach.
This refers to the practice of listening to the child‟s voice, and keeping the child‟s
perspective and experience in the forefront when providing children with support.
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Engaging or connecting with children through the use of play techniques and also
through providing space
Theorists such as Geldard and Geldard (2005) agree with this approach, indicating
that it is a key principle to actively listen to the child, reflect back to the child to
ensure that workers have understood what a child has said, and that it is necessary to
give children space to express what has happened. This principle includes using
gentle questioning at a level appropriate to the child‟s understanding to address and
target the child‟s needs, addressing the most recent trauma first Allmand (2004) and
McCaskill (2002).



Giving reassurance and support that the child is not alone, responsible, or to blame;
and that the child‟s needs are important
This principle is supported by both workers and theorists including Mason and
Gibson, 2004; Gevers, 1999; Baulderstone and Scott, 1999; Jurack, 2003;
McNamara and McClelland, 2003; ParentLink, 2003; McKissock and McKissock,
2005: 36-8; Napcan, 2006; Brown, 2006; Allmand, 2004. Children need visible and

positive support that allows them to tell their story and how they feel about what has
happened, to be attentively listened to, and to have their views, needs and fears
acknowledged and attended to. Children who take on the adult role within the
family need to be able to hand over this burden to service workers, and
simultaneously be provided with normalizing activities to help them feel good about
themselves and participate in children‟s activities again.


Genuine empathy and respect for children; honesty, in what workers tell children
without overloading them, including about confidentiality limitations
This aligns with principles noted by theorists in the literature review (Mason and
Gibson, 2004; Gevers, 1999; Baulderstone and Scott, 1999; Jurack, 2003;
McNamara and McClelland, 2003; ParentLink, 2003). Children respond to genuine
empathy, and will quickly identify incongruence within a worker. Empathy assists
building rapport between workers and children, including establishing workable
boundaries such as the limits of confidential discussions. Respect for children
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further demonstrates a sound role model for parents by an agency.


Working at a level appropriate to the child‟s developmental capabilities
This was supported by theorists, who noted it is critical for a child‟s development
that they are included and involved in an age-appropriate manner in decision making
about the future – individually and with their parent/guardian. Bolzan‟s (2003)
work in particular notes that excluding young people can lead to a decrease in their
self-value and self-esteem, leading to the potential for creating anger manifesting in
violence.



Checking children‟s understanding of events, providing children with information,
and assisting them to make sense of events
Workers align with the theorist‟s views (Mason and Gibson, 2004; Gevers, 1999;
Baulderstone and Scott, 1999; Jurack, 2003; McNamara and McClelland, 2003;
ParentLink, 2003; Napcan, 2005), noting that children need to know what is
happening

around

them,

and

that

workers

need

specific

child-specific

communication skills to inform and understand what children need. This generally
comprises advice on safety, the shelter‟s role, shelter rules, play spaces, toys,
activities, and access to other children/networks to provide fun and a normalizing
environment. It is difficult for children to process what is happening around them
and to articulate their needs if they are not kept informed and workers do not ensure
they have understood clearly what a child has indicated – which can be verbally or
through other means. Lack of information and inclusion can also lead to frustration
and behavioural problems.

Implications and future focus
The aim of this research is to explore key principles of working with children accessing
supported transitional accommodation.

The purpose is to fill a critical gap in the

literature on how children experiences of trauma, grief and loss – including of
homelessness – effect children, and what workers need to take into account when
working with these children, as they access accommodation services. Whilst there is
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emerging research on this issue of homeless children‟s specific needs, the inclusion of
children‟s voices in this research remains seriously lacking.

In additional to highlighting a key set of principles for accommodation service workers
in working with children under the age of 12, other issues have been exposed.

The method and type of data collected on the needs of homeless children is largely via
adult-gathered quantitative questionnaire.

This data, such as that collected for the

purpose of analysing the effectiveness of the SAAP service, does not provide the best
possible method for gathering the views of children on their needs. It has primarily an
adult focus of the service – development needs of children are not accounted for nor
always understood by the accommodation service worker noting the data, especially if
specific skills in gathering data from children are not held.

Requirements of ethics bodies within research institutes are also resulting in curbs
around collecting data directly from children. This suggests that these bodies need to
review how they assess research applications to ensure children‟s voices are heard, by
assessing each application independently in terms of possible implications for the
children involved. The wellbeing of children as researchers is paramount and provided
for in ethics legislation, and this is necessary. However, a sound methodology would
not only protect the rights and needs of children, but also provide them with the
necessary time, scope and empowerment to have their say on issues of critical
importance to them and other children.

Recent theory of childhood development

indicates that children can articulate themselves well, given the right tools; and their
different experiences and understandings of their environment indicates that children‟s
views need to be included in the development of policy and practices that involve
children, young children and infants if those policies are to be meaningful.

The issue of qualifications and experience of workers has been debated for some time.
Whilst a large majority of the respondents hold tertiary qualifications on the humanities,
the low number of survey respondents renders this statistic non-generalisable across the
industry.

What is important is that the respondents with both qualifications and
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experience mirrored the recommendations of theorists‟ and practitioners‟ research.
Whether experience is of more benefit than tertiary qualifications or vice versa, this
research paper suggests that implementing the key principles posited by this research
will provide a minimum base-level for all accommodation and child-related service
workers to apply when working with children to prevent long-term or a life term of
homelessness, poverty, social isolation that transcends generations.

Recommendations
On the basis of my literature review and field research, I advocate below a number of
suggestions for further consideration.

A similar study should be done with a larger sample of both workers and children in
order to refine or confirm the findings. A more comprehensive nationwide study would
be preferred.

Federal and State/Territory governments review their priorities in terms of homelessness
funding: supported transitional accommodation including all SAAP agencies should
now be funded to provide a minimum level of child-centred practices at all times.

To enhance connections and understandings between theorists and staff, there could be
training opportunities offered on a regular basis, for example through tertiary-level
distance learning programs.

It could be made a condition of all service contracts that agencies that provide services
to families must utilise child-centred practices.

All staff could be required to have, or be working towards an appropriate tertiary
qualification that includes professionalism and ethics requirements for working with
children.

Agencies and their managers should actively promote, encourage and subsidise
opportunities for their staff to gain child-centred skills as a matter of priority.
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Services could re-consider resourcing requirements to upgrade their systems to meet the
necessities of the child-centred practices.
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Appendix A

Supported Accommodation Assistance Act 1994 - Section 4

Definition of homeless
When a person is homeless
(1)
For the purposes of this Act, a person is homeless if, and only if, he or she has inadequate
access to safe and secure housing.

Inadequate access to safe and secure housing
(2)
For the purposes of this Act, a person is taken to have inadequate access to safe and secure
housing if the only housing to which the person has access:
(a)
damages, or is likely to damage, the person's health; or
(b)
threatens the person's safety; or
(c)
marginalises the person through failing to provide access to:
(i)
adequate personal amenities; or
(ii)
the economic and social supports that a home normally affords; or
(d)
places the person in circumstances which threaten or adversely affect the adequacy, safety,
security and affordability of that housing.

Person living in SAAP accommodation
(3)
For the purposes of this Act, a person is taken to have inadequate access to safe and secure
housing if:
(a)
the person is living in accommodation provided under SAAP; and
(b)
the assessment of the person's eligibility for that accommodation was based on the
application of subsection (1) or (2) (ignoring the effect of this subsection).

Generality of subsection (1)
(4)
Subsections (2) and (3) do not limit the generality of subsection (1).
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Appendix B

Survey instrument documentation








.Information letter to participants

Contacts for information on the project and inpendent complaints procedures
Questionnaire for workers
Invitation (to transitional supported accommodation service providers) to participate in a survey
on working with children who are accessing transitional supported accommodation
Invitation to be part of a survey for children who are in, or have accessed, out-of-home
supported housing ― Parent/s r Guardian‟s Information Sheet
Invitation to be part of a survey for children about out-of-home housing – children‟s
information sheet
Working with children in transitional, supported accommodation – Questionnaire for Children
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Information letter to participants
RE: WORKING WITH CHILDREN WHO ARE ACCESSING
TRANSITIONAL, SUPPORTED ACCOMMODATION PROJECT [number]
You are invited to take part in a study I am conducting through the University of Canberra‟s Education and
Community Department, focusing on practitioners‟ experiences of working with children living in transitional,
supported accommodation.
The purpose of this project is to explore the perceptions of social workers, child support workers, and
transitional accommodation workers around working with children who are residing in supported out-of-home
housing.
Participants who choose to engage in this research are invited to so do voluntarily. Participants may choose at
any time to withdraw from the project without giving a reason.
Participants are invited to complete the attached short questionnaire and return it to the university using the
enclosed envelope, or via fax number [number], or email at [email].
Your response will only be seen by me as the principal researcher and my researcher supervisor: [name], Senior
Lecturer, University of Canberra School of Education and Community Studies. Your completed
questionnaire will remain anonymous and completely confidential, and will be securely stored in accordance
with privacy legislation.
If you know someone who also works with children and who would like to be part of this research, please give
them a blank copy of this questionnaire to fill out and send in.
If you require more information or have any questions about the questionnaire, you can contact:
Lucetta Thomas
Master of Arts in Counselling Research Student
School of Education and Community Studies
University of Canberra ACT 2601
[email]
If have any concerns with the survey, please see the attached Contact for Information on the Project and
Independent Complaints Procedures form. This survey has been reviewed and approved by the University of
Canberra‟s Committee for Ethics in Human Research.
If completing this questionnaire distresses you in any way, you might wish to contact Lifeline on 131114 or talk
to your agency‟s supervisor or EAP provider. Or you may wish to withdraw from participating in this project.
Please return the completed questionnaire in the envelope provided by [date], secure fax to [number], or email
[email].
Many thanks,

Lucetta Thomas
Principal Researcher
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COMMITTEE FOR ETHICS IN HUMAN RESEARCH

Document for people who are participants in a research project

CONTACTS FOR INFORMATION ON THE PROJECT AND
INDEPENDENT COMPLAINTS PROCEDURE
The following study has been reviewed and approved by the Committee for Ethics in Human
Research:
Project title: Exploring Key Principles for Working with Children accessing Transitional, supported
accommodation
Project number: [number] Principal researcher: Lucetta Thomas

1.

As a participant or potential participant in research, you will have received written information
about the research project. If you have questions or problems which are not answered in the
information you have been given, you should consult the researcher or (if the researcher is a
student) the research supervisor. For this project, the appropriate person is
Name: [name], Senior Lecturer, University of Canberra School of Education and Community
Studies
Contact details: [phone] and [email]

2.

If you wish to discuss with an independent person a complaint relating to


conduct of the project, or



your rights as a participant, or



University policy on research involving human participants,

you should contact the Secretary of the University Research Committee
Telephone (02) 6201 2466, University of Canberra, ACT 2601.
Providing research participants with this information is a requirement of the National Health and
Medical Research Council National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Research Involving Humans,
which applies to all research with human participants conducted in Australia. Further information on
University of Canberra research policy is available in University of Canberra Guidelines for
Responsible Practice in Research and Dealing with Problems of Research Misconduct and the
Committee for Ethics in Human Research Human Ethics Manual. These documents are available from
the Research Office at the above address or on the University‟s web site at
http://www.canberra.edu.au/secretariat/respprac.html (Research Guidelines)
http://www.canberra.edu.au/secretariat/ethics/human_ethics/manual.html (Human Ethics Manual)
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Working with children in
transitional, supported accommodation
Questionnaire for Workers
Part 1: Questions about You
Do you work as a:
□ Social worker
□ Counsellor of children
□ Supported accommodation service worker
□ Other, please specify
How would you describe your qualifications and/or workplace experience?

Part 2: Questions about working with children who are accessing transitional, supported accommodation
Do you think there is value in directly working with children who are accessing transitional support accommodation,
eg a women‟s refuge?

Why or why not?

What do you think are basic principles for working with children?

What do you think are the skills needed for working with children?

What do you think are the abilities needed for working with children?

What do you think are worker attributes and behaviours?

Please turn over
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What do you think about confidentiality and other ethical issues in working with children?

What do you think is the most effective approach in working with children?

How would you describe the worker and child relationship?

What does professionalism mean to you when working with children?

What is your primary focus when a parent with children arrives at your service?

What techniques and strategies do you find useful in communicating with children?

Any other comments regarding working with children in transitional, supported accommodation? If you would like to
provide an example of working with children, please attach it to this questionnaire.

Many thanks for completing and returning this questionnaire – your input is highly valued.
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Manager
[name of agency]
[address1]
[address2]

Invitation to participate in a survey on working with children who are accessing
transitional supported accommodation
You are invited to take part in a study I am conducting through the University of Canberra‟s Education
and Community Department, focusing on practitioners‟ experiences of working with children who are
living in supported, transitional accommodation.
The purpose of this project is to explore and highlight key principles of working with children in this
type of accommodation. The research for this project will gather data on the perceptions of social
workers, child support workers, and transitional accommodation workers around working with children
who are residing in supported out-of-home housing. A separate survey of children accessing this type
of housing – but not from your own agency – will be conducted simultaneously.
Participants who choose to engage in this research are invited to so do voluntarily. Participants may
choose at any time to withdraw from the project without giving a reason.
Participants are invited to complete the attached short questionnaire and return it to the university using
the enclosed envelope, or via fax number [number], or email at [email].
Your response will only be seen by me as the principal researcher and my researcher supervisor: [name],
Senior Lecturer, University of Canberra School of Education and Community Studies. Your
completed questionnaire will remain anonymous and completely confidential, and will be securely
stored in accordance with privacy legislation.
If you know of other agencies that would be interested in participating in this research, please give them
blank copies of this letter of invitation, parent‟s informed consent letter, child‟s informed consent letter
and questionnaire to fill out and send in.
If you wish to know more about the results of this survey, the information will form part of a Master of
Arts in Counselling thesis in the University of Canberra‟s School of Education and Community Studies.
If you require more information or have any problems with the survey, please see the attached Contact
for Information on the Project and Independent Complaints Procedures form. This survey has been
reviewed and approved by the University of Canberra‟s Committee for Ethics in Human Research.
Please return the completed questionnaire to Counselling Children Research Project, University of
Canberra, [address] by [date].
Many thanks, and best wishes

Lucetta Thomas
Principal Researcher
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Invitation to be part of a survey for children who are in, or have accessed, out-ofhome supported housing

Parent/s or Guardian’s Information Sheet
Your child or children are invited to be part of University of Canberra research by completing a
short questionnaire, which aims to find out what children think about the help they receive or
have received when staying at out-of-home supported housing.
The purpose of this survey is to gather information from children aged 7-12 years of age on their
experiences and needs when staying in transitional, supported accommodation, and how those
needs are being or were addressed.
The information from this questionnaire, which will remain confidential, will be used to explore
key principles for people who come into contact with children at supported accommodation
services. This information will be published to provide further information on the skills and
knowledge needed by workers in transitional, supported accommodation to help children and
their families more effectively.
The data gathered from the child participants will only be seen by me and my research
supervisor: [name], Senior Lecturer, University of Canberra School of Education and
Community Studies.
If you wish to know more about the results of this survey, the information will form part of a
Master of Arts in Counselling project no. [number] at the University of Canberra‟s School of
Education and Community Studies. Results will be presented at the University in [date], and
presentation details will be posted to you: parents and children are very welcome to attend the
presentation to find out what has happened with the research.
If you require more information or have any questions about the questionnaire, you can contact:
Ms Lucetta Thomas
Master of Arts in Counselling Research Student
School of Education and Community Studies
University of Canberra ACT 2601

Email
If you require more information or have any problems with the survey, please see the attached
Contact for Information on the Project and Independent Complaints Procedures form. This
survey has been reviewed and approved by the University of Canberra‟s Committee for Ethics in
Human Research.
If you consent to your child or children being part of this research, your child can participate by
completing the questionnaire and posting it in the attached envelope. This is all that is required.
Many thanks,

Lucetta Thomas
Principal Researcher
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Invitation to be part of a survey for children about out-of-home housing

Children’s Information Sheet
You are invited to be part of a project about children’s experiences
staying in out-of-home housing. I would like to know what you think
worked and what could have been better.

If you want to be part of my project, please fill out the red and yellow
form.

You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to. And you can stop being
part of this project any time you want to. That’s OK – it’s your right
under Ethics law.

You can write or draw any answer to the questions, and it will be kept
safe. No one else will see it. This is the law; it gives you the right to
have a final say. These laws are called the Privacy Act 1988 and the
National Privacy Principles.

When I have the form back, I will write a report about children’s ideas
only, and not about who said what. You are invited to attend a talk I
will give early next year about children and living away from home. I
will send you a letter with the details when the report is finished.
please turn the page
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If you require more information or have any questions about the
questionnaire, you can contact me:
Lucetta Thomas
Master of Arts in Counselling Research Student
School of Education and Community Studies
University of Canberra ACT 2601

If you want to know more or have problems with the survey, please see
the attached Contact for Information on the Project and Independent

Complaints Procedures form. It will tell you who to talk to if you are
unhappy with any part of this survey process.

The University of

Canberra’s Committee for Ethics in Human Research has given me the
OK to send you the attached form.

When you have finished putting your answers onto the form, fold it
over and put it into the envelope then post it. That way, no one else will
see what you have written if you don’t want them to.

If filling out the form has upset you, you might wish to contact Lifeline
on 131 114, Youthline on 6257 2333 (4pm-midnight) or Kids Helpline on
1800 551 800.
Many thanks,
Lucetta Thomas
Principal Researcher
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Working with children in transitional, supported accommodation
Questionnaire for Children

Questions about staying in a home that is not your
own ― temporary housing.

Make an X in the yellow space,
and write or draw your answer in the white space.
How are you doing today?







Is (or was) there a worker just to help you where you were living away
from your usual home?







Do (or did) the workers there listen to you?







Do (or did) the workers there let you say what you want to talk about?
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Do (or did) the workers there ask you what you need when living
there?







How do you feel about living in a place that is not your own home?







Do you get a say in what you and your family will do now?





What would you change about living in a place that is not your own
home?

Thanks for being part of this project.
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