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Abstract 

Article 12 of the Umted Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

states that the child who is capable of formmg his or her own views has the 

nght to express these views and to be provided the opportumty to be heard m 

any Judicial and admmistranve proceedmgs This research study exammed 

the expenences of three former youth m care m havmg their views heard by 

adults dunng their time m care The study armed at explonng the expenences 

from the youth's perspective, to better understand how this nght to be heard 

was expenenced by children and youth 

A phenomenological methodology was used m the study to collect and 

analyze the conversational data The research question that guided this study 

was what is the expenence of youth m havmg their views heard by adults 

while m care7 The arm of the research pro1ect was to exphcate the 

phenomenon of 'bemg heard' and to descnbe the essential components of 

bemg heard as the partiCipants experienced 1t This study tried to provide the 

reader with a deeper understandmg of the nature and meamng of the youth's 

expenences m havmg their views heard 

The fmdmgs of the study have descnbed the expenences of bemg 

heard Five themes emerged from the partiCipants' expenences based on the 

analysis of their descnptive stones These themes were canng commitment, 

feelmg safe protected and not Judged, help m getting what I need, help m 

dealmg with my problems, and mtmtive knowing The participants of this 

study felt heard by adults who cared about, respected and treated them with 

digmty, and who commumcated to the participants a sense that they were safe 

to v01ce their opm10ns without fear of reJection or ndicule The participants 

felt heard when adults cared enough to help them get the supportive resources 

they needed and who gave them support and gmdance m dealmg with their 

problems The participants sensed mtmtively that they were bemg heard, 

based upon the body language and genuineness of the adults with whom they 

were relating 

The fmdmgs of this study were compared to Article 12 of the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child and to other hterature m the areas of 

children's nghts, support and empowerment Comparisons revealed that the 

participants of this study were not sigmficantly different from any other 
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human bemgs, cluldren or adults, m their desire to feel empowered, m control 

of their lives, supported by canng others, and to live with d1gmty The 

parnc1pants felt heard by adults who related to them as 1f they had nghts -

adults who were empowenng and who treated them m ways that respected 

their nght to be heard 

The s1gmficance of the fmdmgs 1s that the parnc1pants' ab1hty to 

exercise their nght to be heard appears to be connngent upon adults allowmg 

them to exerose th.ts nght The attitude of adults and the skill With which they 

commurucated to youth was fundamental to the youth feelmg heard 

This study has given a direct v01ce to youth and mcludes 

recommendanons for further research as well as 1mplicanons for pohcy and 

practice for practltioners and pohcy makers m effecnvely meetmg the needs 

of chtldren and youth 

Examiners 

Dr A Arrrutage, Supervisor (School of Social Work) 

ember (School of Child and Youth Care) 

g I • I t h 
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Prof H Lessard, External Exammer ( 
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Chapter One 

In trod uct10n 

In September 1990 a World Sumrmt for Children was held at the Umted 

Nauons m New York to focus on implementauon of the U N Convention on the 

Rights of the Child which had been adopted by the Umted Nations General 

Assembly m 1989 This document codifies the nghts of children and has been 

descnbed bv Stephen Lewis, former Canadian Ambassador to the Umted 

Nauons as a "tool for advocates" Seventy-one heads of state and government 

and other leadmg pohtioans gathered to pledge themselves to improve the 

hves of chtldren m their own countnes and throughout the world The World 

Sumrmt has raised the proftle of children's nghts mternationally Canada 

played a leadmg role m formulatmg the Convent10n and ratified the 

Convention on the Rights of the Chlld m 1991 Ted Hughes, Deputy Attorney 

General at that time, reported that Bntish Columbia was m substantial 

compliance with the Charter 

The UN Convention sets standards for the protection of chtldren and 

provides a framework for enhancmg and evaluattng programs to improve the 

s1tuat10n of chlldren The Convention recogmzes the vulnerab1hty of 

children, their needs for special safeguards, protection and care, and the 

reabty that children do not have political nghts or mfluence 

In June 1994 V1ctona hosted an mternational conference on the Rights 

of the Child This conference provided an opportumty for representatives of 

many countnes m the world to reflect on their progress m implementing the 

Convention While the laws of many countnes may conform to the articles of 

the Convention, m practice legal nghts can fall short of meeting chtldren's 

needs because of attitudes of md1fference and complacency For example my 

practice expenence leads me to question whether the views of chlldren are 

senously considered when social service providers are makmg important 

dens1ons about them Pohsh ped1atnc1an and youth worker Janusz Korczak, 

stated 

We fail to see the child Just as one ume we were unable to see the 
woman, the peasant the oppressed social strata and oppressed peoples 
We have arranged thmgs for ourselves so that chtldren should be m our 
way as bttle as possible A child's pnmary and irrefutable nght is the 
nght to v01ce his thoughts to actively participate m our verdicts 
concemmg him (1993, p ix) 



Article 12 of the Umted Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states 

that 
States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of formmg his or 
her own views the nght to express those views freely m all matters 
affectmg the child, the viev..s of the child bemg given due weight m 
accordance with the age and maturity of the child 

For this purpose, the child shall m particular be provided the 
opportumty to be heard m any Judicial and adnurustrative proceedings 
affectmg the child, either directly, or through a representative or an 
appropriate body, m a manner consistent with the procedural rules of 
national law 

Article 1 of the Umted Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states that 

For the purposes of the present Convention a child means every human 
bemg below the age of 18 years unless, under the law applicable to the 
child, maJority is attamed earlier 

In British Columbia the concept of givmg voice to children has been exammed 

qmte closely In November 1990, the Ombudsman published Public Report No 

22 which exammed the situation facmg children and youth m this provmce 

from a cross-government perspective This report called for strengthened 

child advocacy m BC mtended to give voice to children In October 1992 the 

Community Panel, appomted by the Mmister of Sooal Services to review child 

protection legislat10n m B C , published a report dealmg with the state of 

children, youth and families The Panel reported that the child welfare system 

m this pro\-mce was m need of maJor reform Consumers and service 

providers alike were dissatisfied and believed that children and families were 

madequately served by the system This report also called for strengthened 

child advocacy 

to 

In hght of Section 12 of the Umted Nations Convention, this study seeks 

examme the experience of youth who were formerly in the 
care of the Superintendent of Family and Child Services m 
B C , regardmg havmg their views heard by adults, while in 
the care of the Superintendent of Family and Child Services 

Relevance of the Study 

The vulnerabihty of children has been of significant mterest to me 

dunng my 20 years of sooal work practice and 11 years as a parent Children, 

especially those m state care, are particularly vulnerable because they have 

no political mfluence, no nght to vote and their developmental capabilities 

are not clearly or consistently reflected m law (Task Force on the Child as 
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CitJ.zen, 1978, Verhellen, 1990) As a result, polioes and programs impacting 

on children are rarely if ever designed from a child's perspectJ.ve 

Like all human bemgs, children need to feel a sense of control over 

their lives, the need to be consulted and informed about problems, issues or 

decisions that impact on their lives This reqmres adult sensitivity to the 

child's abilities Children also need to learn the sktlls of challenging adult 

authonty m appropnate ways as a necessary component of learning how to 

stand up for their own interests and nghts Rosenbaum & Newell (1991) state 

Our democracy is based on the premise that groups of people stand up 
for their own interests and nghts, but generally speak.mg children and 
young people are not in a positJ.on to do this Children are a large but 
umquely uninfluent1al sector of the population They are part1Cularly 
powerless and vulnerable, and are generally highly restncted m both 
the extent to which they can take decisions about their own lives and 
the extent to which they can partiopate m society's overall decision­
makmg processes (Of course as children get older they gradually 
acquire more control over their own lives The defmltlon we use for 
children is anyone under 18, since that is the legal defimuon, and it is 
also the one used in the UN Convention But even though 17 year olds 
have more say over their own lives than younger people do, they are 
still excluded from the democrat.le process) (p 16) 

Though not always the case, especially for those children who come mto 

contact with the child welfare system, parents typically act as natural 

advocates for children, to ensure that their needs are met and their nghts 

safeguarded Children, particularly those in state care, are more vulnerable 

when their parents are unable or unWilling to act as their natural advocates 

Many children receive services through state authonties m the fields 

of health, education, youth correctJ.ons and sooal services Their dependence 

on adults who are hired to care for them further increases their disadvantage 

and vulnerability In November 1990, the BC Ombudsman's Public Report No 

22 estimated that approximately 18,534 children and youth under 19 years of 

age with special needs were placed m government operated, funded or 

regulated residential facilities dunng a one year penod Thls represents a 

sigmflcant number of children who often cannot rely on parents to ensure 

that their v01ce is heard in matters affecting them 

Providing children Wlth the fullest information consistent Wlth their 

age, and access to deosion making processes in society Wlll enable them to 

achieve some independence and autonomy m identifying their own interests 

and understanding their nghts and obllgat10ns Boyden & Hudson (1985) make 

the pomt that 
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Strenuous efforts should be made at nauonal and mternauonal levels to 
support self-advocacy, self-representauon and autonomous 
orgamzations for children In part this means openmg up our 
mstitut1ons to a much greater degree and m part 1t means respondmg to 
the demands of children and young people whose expenence of adult 
patronage has been disturbmg In the mterests of these children and 
of countless other children worldwide who operate outside of families, 
the time is surely nght to start to view chlldren's nghts as separate 
from those of the family (p 13) 

This study will provide an opportumty to learn from 3 youth about how 

they have expenenced the phenomenon of bemg heard as children m state 

care The study has been hrmted to 3 former youth m care aged 19 to 20 years 

This study is parucularly relevant to social work pract1t1oners I 

believe that it will provide msight mto practice issues from the youths' 

perspecuve This perspecuve 1s often overlooked by adult service providers 

and pohcy makers It is important for the social work profession to make a 

clear dist1nct1on between the "best mterests" of the child and the "child's 

perspecuve" Social work policy and practlse is often gmded by adult 

mterpretauon of what is best for children and youth, rather than the child 

and youth perspective of what is best for them The study 1s tlmely due to the 

high profile attenuon given to the U N Convenuon on the Rights of the Child 

at the Stronger Families Stronger Children Conference held recently m 

Victona In Bntish Columbia today, there are a number of miuatives 

underway by government and child advocates mtended to make services more 

meanmgful and accountable to consumers His Honour Judge Gove of the 

Provmcial Court of B C , for example, was appomted m 1994 by the Provmoal 

Cabmet to review child protectlon services m the provmce of B C (Bntish 

Columbia Order of the lieutenant Governor m Counol, 1994) The Inqmry was 

formed m response to public outcry at the death of a five year old boy at the 

hands of his mother The child and hls mother were well known to the child 

welfare system I believe this study provides msight mto the views of some 

former consumers of state services m B C whlch could mfluence the way m 

which service providers evaluate their policies for youth m care 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to fmd out about the nature of some 

youths' expenences m havmg the1r views heard by adults dunng their time 

m the care of the Supenntendent of Family and Child Services Arucle 12 of 

the U N Convention on the Rights of the Child makes 1t clear that a child has a 
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nght to be heard I wanted to explore the expenence of youth m bemg heard 

so that I could better understand how this nght is expenenced by children and 

youth By explonng the nature and meanmg of bemg heard for these youth, I 

was hopmg to gam msight mto the connection between havmg a nght and 

exercismg 1t This study does not examme the expenence of youth when they 

are not heard, nor does it examine the totality of their expenences m the child 

welfare sys tern 
Values. Beliefs and Expenence 

My beliefs and expenence, both personally and professionally, are that 

children's viewpomts are not typically heard or respected by adults I believe 

that children are marginalized members of our society, with little formal 

power, authonty or enforcable nght to make their views heard Canada's 

national and social policies reflect a complete absence of children's 

viewpomts Children are an invisible minonty, seen but not heard 

I beheve that everybody has the nght to be treated with respect, dignity 

and to have their views valued The disempowerment of children is, in my 

view, morally, if not legally wrong Dunng my social work career, I have 

become increasingly concerned about the margmalizat10n of children As a 

worker in a residential treatment centre for children in Montreal, I was 

disturbed with the focus on the deficits and problems of the children, rather 

than on the sooal, econormc, political and farmlial deficits that contnbuted to 

or caused their anu-social behav10ur 

As a protection worker m Vancouver, I also felt concerned that my 

energies focused almost exclusively on supporting parents, some of whom I 

discovered had little motivation m rmproving the situation of their children 

Sponseller & Fink (1982) echoed my concerns 

Much action that has been provided comes only mdirectly to children 
Its purpose has been to help adults, and as a by-product, children are 
supposed to be helped However, mdirect solutions may not always be 
the best wa), to help children Indeed, indirect solutions often give an 
illusion of doing something for children but may be diffuse and 
unpredictable in effect (p 17) 

I believe that the maJonty of farmhes care about their children However, I 

believe also that children continue to be treated with paternalistic and 

maternalistic benevolence Consequently, their opportumties to develop hfe 

skills and to reach their full potential are undermined 
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My beliefs, values, mterests and expenences as a professional social 

worker and a parent led me to this research study I wanted to better 

understand the expenence of youth m havmg their views heard by adults, 

while they were m care 

Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

Approach to Literature Review 

This literature review focuses on the issue of legal and moral nghts of 

children from both a histoncal and a contemporary perspective Much of the 

literature reviewed has been wntten by child advocates who have an mterest 

m the area of children's nghts There is a sigmflcant variation between the 

positions of these wnters that is evident m the literature, depending on 

whether the self-styled advocate seeks to "save" or to "liberate" children 

(Freeman, 1986, Kamerman, 1989, McDougall, 1985, Melton, 1983) The 

d1ehotomy of a nurturance and a self-determmation onentation can also be 

understood as protecting children versus protectmg their nghts (Freeman, 

1986, 1992) Freeman (1986) states that 

The former stresses the provisions by sooety of supposedly benef1oal 
obJects, environments, services, expenence etc for the child, the latter 
stresses those potential nghts which would allow children to exercise 
control over their environment, to make decisions about what they 
want, to have autonomous control over vanous facets of their hves (p 
11) 

This literature review is divided mto two sections The first section 

begms by discussmg the Umted Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(Castelle, 1989), which is a key document m understanding and estabhshmg 

that nghts for children are important This section also deals with some of the 

more institutionalized and less obvious barners to children's nghts For 

example, themes hke the histoncal absence of legal nghts for children, 

madequate legal remedies, and the cultural beliefs about the authonty of 

parents will be exammed The second section takes a more m-depth look at the 

nghts that are more visible to the children - issues hke participat10n m 

deos10n-makmg, respect for the umqueness of the mdiv1dual , and 

opportumties to exercise these nghts This section looks at hterature on sooal 

support and empowerment as 1t relates to the opportumties that children and 

youth have m exercismg their nght to be heard 

6 



Children's Rights 

As a general rule of law, children are not persons m their own nght 

(Ay1m, 1986, Boyden & Hudson, 1985, McDougall, 1985, Rosenbaum& Newell, 

1991, Sponseller & Fmk, 1982, Task Force on the Chtld as Citizen, 1978, Turner, 

1988, Verhellen, 1990) They are soc10-econormc dependents rehant on the 

benevolence of adult authonty figures such as parents and teachers to meet 

their needs, skills and ab1hty ma developmentally appropnate way Freeman 

( 1983) beheves that we have distanced ourselves from chtldren and m domg 

so, we have to an extent dehumanized the young Benevolence or liberal 

paternalism directed at children 1s no substitute for the recogrution of a 

child's entitlement to the nght to equal concern and respect (Freeman, 1983) 

Freeman ( 1983) suggests that to understand why nghts are rmportant, 

one might consider a sooety where nghts did not exist It would be a sooety 

m which relationships would be s1m1lar to those between a master and his 

slave Might would be nght The powerless could make no demands at all 

There would be moral rmpovenshment (p 32) Freeman (1983) beheves that 

nghts are rmportant because they enable us to stand with d1gruty, to demand 

what 1s our due without havmg to plead, beg or grovel Rights allow us to 

express md1gnation when what 1s our due 1s not forthcommg 

The children's nghts movement has grown and gamed momentum m 

recent years because of the recogmtion of the necessity to acquire a better 

ms1ght mto the views, needs and ideas of a large segment of soCiety, namely, 

children This 1s a population about whom we know very little (Farr, 1985) 

The study of chtldren's own perspectives 1s therefore thought to be the most 

valuable contnbut10n possible to support the conceptual expansion of the 

nghts of children that would be based on nghts mstead of needs (Verhellen, 

1990) 

AUN Convention (or covenant)(Castelle, 1989) 1s a legal document 

setting out uruversally acceptable standards, agreed among nations by 

consensus AUN Convention 1s first adopted by all the member governments 

s1ttmg together m the U N General Assembly Ind1v1dual nations s1gmfy their 

mtention to comply with the prov1s10ns and obhgations 1t contams by 

ratlfymg 1t and makmg 1t law The U Convention on the Rights of the Child 

1s a document that has been ratified by Canada The role and usefulness of the 

Convent10n m prov1dmg a basis for exammmg and ensunng that children's 

nghts are respected has been estabhshed by virtue of Canada's ratification of 
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the document Its importance, relevance and connection to the concept of 

children's v01ces is emphasized throughout this thesis The UN Convent10n, 

specifically Article 12, has been used as a pomt of reference m this study It 

provides a means of understandmg the impact of the Convention on the 

everyday hves of children m state care Reference to the U N Convention will 

be made throughout this thesis to enhance the visibility and importance of 

issues regardmg the status of children m the world generally and m Bntish 

Columbia m particular and the problems mherent m this status It will be 

used as a means of understandmg the reasons for and issues about children's 

special vulnerability and particular disadvantage m an adult-focused world A 

distmct10n will be made between the vulnerabihty of children hvmg with 

parents, their natural advocates, and those children receivmg services from 

the state where access to a natural advocate may be, for various reasons, 

comprormsed 

Barners 

There are many barners to children's nghts bemg met and their voices 

bemg heard This section of the hterature revie\-\ will provide a context for 

the legal and socio-pohtical status of children and youth today Some of the 

most obvious barners to children exercismg theu nghts are hsted below 

These barriers are exarmned m more depth followmg this hst 

1 The histoncal absence of legal nghts for children and/ or the lack of 

enforcement of these nghts (for example, the penod when children were 

viewed as chattel) (Anes, 1985, Ayrm, 1986, Bronfenbrenner, 1985, Boyden & 

Hudson, 1985, de Lone, 1979, Rosenbaum & Newell, 1991, Task Force on the Child 

as Citizen, 1978, Verhellen, 1990), 

2 Cultural behefs about the sanctity of the famtly and the authonty of 

parents makmg state authonties reluctant to act, m other than residual ways, 

to safeguard children's nghts (Ayim, 1986, Boyden & Hudson, 1985, ICC B 

News, 1992, Melton, 1983, Rosenbaum & Newell, 1991, Sponseller & Fmk, 1982, 

Task Force on the Child as Citizen, 1978, Turner, 1981, 1988, Verhellen, 1990), 

3 Societal assumptions about the mcompetence of children (Ayim, 1986, 

Freeman, 1986, Goldstem, Freud & Solrut, 1979, Raychaba, 1988, 1993, Task 

Force on the Chtld as Cltlzen, 1978, Turner, 1988, Verhellen, 1990) and 

mconsistent defmltlons m law and pohcy of developmental competence, 

4 The relauve absence, or mcons1stent mterpretation, of mformat10n 

provided to children concermng their nghts (Ayim, 1986, Bill M 234, 1989, 
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Boyden & Hudson, 1985, Turner, 1988, Yerhellen, 1990), or appropnate trammg 

to exercise them, 

5 Inadequate or residual legal remedies for enforcmg children's nghts 

(Ayrm, 1986, Boyden & Hudson, 1985, Turner, 1981, 1988), 

6 The hrmted attractiveness of children and chtldren's issues (Ayrm, 

1986, Boyden & Hudson, 1985, Kamerman, 1989, Freeman, 1986, Rosenbaum & 

Newell, 1991, Sponseller & Fmk, 1982, Task Force on the Child as Citizen, 1978, 

Verhellen, 1990) for pohticians whose consutuents are usually perceived to be 

voung age adults The Canadian federal government's lack of comrmtment to a 

national day care pohcy 1lustrates this state of efforts 

In-depth Look at the Six Barners 

Absence of legal nghts 

Bronfenbrenner (1985) stated m his article The Future of Childhood 

that "one telhng cntenon of the worth of a society - a cntenon that stands the 

test of history 1s the concern of one generatwn for the next" (p 185) Anes 

presents an article on the Concepts of Childhood m Greaney' s ( 1985) book, 

Children Needs and Rights, that would seem to mdicate that the worth of our 

society today 1s m question 

Anes discusses childhood m terms of four penods Roman (Laun 

penod), Traditional Chnstian up to the 19th Century, 19th and Early 20th 

Century, and the last half of the 20th Century The Roman penod was 

charactenzed by adult attitudes of md1fference towards children Children 

were not seen as gifts but were accepted only 1f the farmly chose not to 

abandon the baby These attitudes of md1fference and abandonment gradually 

shifted over the centunes to the pomt where abandonment was eventually 

seen as morally and legally wrong Society became more child-focused and 

recogmzed the importance of schools m teachmg children 

The traditional Chnstian penod up to the 19th century was 

charactenzed by attitudes of md1fference and neglect towards babies The 

penod of chtldhood was very short and lasted only unttl a child could support 

itself, usually around 7 years of age Beyond that age, chlldren were 

considered a "category" of adulthood The important social umt was the 

commumty rather than the farmly Children did not go to school but rather 

apprenticed, and were thus continuously m the company of adults 

The status of chlldren improved s1gmf1cantly at the end of the 18th 

century Children moved from the pos1t1on of bemg neglected and ignored to 
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becommg the centre of affecuon and mterest Society became very family 

oriented and the sanctity and privacy of the famlly was emphasized This 

period also showed a marked decrease m the number of children per family 

The last half of the 20th Century has been characterized by an excessive 

emphasis on the pnvacy of the family Children no longer enJoy high status 

Anes (1985) states that there is wide-spread and mcreasmg frequency, across 

all socio-economic levels, of the occurrence of child battenng Anes believes 

that children are becoming strangers to adults There is a commumcation 

breakdown both withm and outside the famlly The excessive emphasis on the 

privacy of the family and the de-emphasis on public sociability has 

contnbuted to the breakdown of the family umt .\nes ( 1985) states that 

At the begmnmg of the great urbamzation movement the family was 
considered a haven While the haven image persists to some extent 
today, m many cases 1t has been replaced by the image of a prison, even 
if 1t is a pnson with broken bars where people can come and go qmte 
easily (p 20) 

Freeman (1986) is cntical of Anes' material on the evolution of the concept of 

childhood While recogmzmg that Centunes of Childhood is an important 

document of cultural history, he caut10ns agamst conclusions bemg drawn by 

wnters work.mg withm the children's hberauon paradigm Specifically, 

Freeman states that children's hberauomsts might legitimately conclude that, 

if at earlier stages of history children were not treated differently from adults, 

this warrants the conclusion that children today should be treated hke adults 

Until fairly recently, children were perceived as properly dependent 

on their parents who possessed the "right of control" over them Mmors were 

seen to be mcompetent to exercise self-determmation based on their age alone 

(Canadian Council on Children and Youth, 1979, Canadian Mental Health 

Association, 1992, Goldstem, Freud & Solmt, 1979, Raychaba, 1988, 1993, 

Verhellen, 1990) Melton ( 1983) suggests that although children are now 

considered to be entitled to fundamental constitutional nghts, the scope of 

these rights is sigmficantly narrower than for adults Freeman (1986) 

suggests that altering the "law m the books" achieves nothmg 1f the "law m 

action" (p 33) 1s not altered as well There are still many Justices who 

continue to believe all children are mcompetent to make mformed decisions 

(Ayim, 1986, Melton, 1983) Courts have not typically stated their assumptions 

about children's capac1ties clearly and consistently There is a lack of 

standards for determmmg the competence to consent As Melton (1983) pomts 
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out though, this ambiguity means that there 1s the potential for the courts to 

recognize the actual competencies of children and youth and to respect their 

privacy 

Cultural behefs 

Melton ( 1983) has stated that 

Much of the lack of clarity concerrung the rights that children do have 
emanates from the fact that recognition of mdependent nghts for them 
disturbs the traditional concept of mv1olablhty of parent-child and, to a 
large extent, school-child relat1onsh1ps except under the grossest 
threats to the child's health and safety (p 5) 

The courts have traditionally supported the sanctity and the pnvacy of the 

famtly and have shown reluctance to disturb the parents' nghts to socialize 

their children as they see fit (Freeman, 1983, Melton, 1983) This assumption 

was ongmally grounded m economic interest However, the assumption that 

parental and children's mterests are one and the same and basically unified 1s 

based more on ethical grounds The underlymg behef 1s that children are 

helpless and mcompetent bemgs m need of guard1ansh1p of autonomous 

parents within the pnvacy of the family Melton points out that, the "failure 

to recognize the mult:Iphcity of interests involved and their mdependence, or 

at least part:Ial mdependence from one another, leads to cont:Inuing confusion 

concernmg what children's nghts really are" (p 6) 

Melton makes the pomt that for many adults, the idea of children 

havmg nghts 1s part:Icularly d1sturbmg because these adults perceive 

children's nghts as threatenmg to their personal freedom (Ayim, 1986, 

Boyden & Hudson, 1985, Verhellen, 1990) If one lacks confidence in one's 

parentmg abil1t:1es and bases one's parentmg style largely on the assert:Ion of 

authonty, then the expression of ideas by someone perceived as dependent and 

small may be unacceptable (Melton, 1983) 

Competence of chtldren 

The extent to which a child's part:Iopat:Ion 1s valued in matters affect:Ing 

hrm or her correlates strongly to the problem of informed consent and 

competence to make such a deos1on (Arthur, 1983, Ay1m, 1986, Frankhn, 1986, 

Freeman, 1986, Melton, 1983, Raychaba, 1993, Goldstem, Freud & Solnit, 1979) 

Even assuming competence, there 1s still a question of how real1st1c 1t 1s for a 

child to give consent m the face of a rather significant power differential 
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between chtldren and adults Chlldren learn to obey their parents and other 

authority figures 

Those who seek to hberate children (Ay1m, 1986, Freeman, 1992, 

Rosenbaum & Newell, 1991, Verhellen, 1990, 1992) acknowledge that 

maturauon 1s accompanied by mcreasmg competence but argue that 

children's lack of competence may often be the result of their bemg deprived 

of opportumties to exerose respons1b1hty and sooahzation mto self­

determmauon Others (Goldstem, Freud, & Solmt, 1979 ) argue that children 

are properly deprived of such opportumues because of pohtical, econormc and 

psychological grounds 

If children are to be given greater status m the courts, then our 

knowledge about their understandmg of the legal process 1s essential "It may 

be that 'due process' for children really 1s different than for adults, at least m 

some circumstances" (Melton, 1983, p 25) Knowmg what children think about 

their rights 1s both umely and important because consumer feedback 1s 

becormng mcreasmgly valued by service providers, pollcy developers, and 

program funders (Raychaba, 1988, Task Force on the Child as C1t1zen, 1978) 

Children's thoughts on their rights will address the issue of the relevance of 

meamngful paruopat1on (Canadian Mental Health Association, 1992, Freeman, 

1983, 1992, Raychaba, 1988, 1993) The degree of paruc1pauon of children and 

youth m Juvenlle court matters, adoption and m custody proceedmgs 1s an 

unportant issue facmg our sooety today (Boyden & Hudson, 1985, Freeman, 

1986, 1992,Yerhellen, 1992) 

Melton (1983), on the basis of his studies on the issue of children's 

rights, hypothesized that children's perception of themselves as havmg Just 

claim to nghts 1s a funcuon of both developmental factors and sooal class 

Piaget's (1965) and Kohl berg's ( 197 6) research on moral development has 

shown that young children regard rules as sacred and untouchable emanatmg 

from parental or d1vme authority Children holdmg such views would be 

unhkely to challenge adult authonty and assert nghts for themselves (Boyden 

& Hudson, 1985) 

Melton ( 1983) argues that the term 'nghts' implies some umversality, 

which would reqmre a child to have at least partial respect for others He 

pomts out that Piaget believed that chlldren developed a sense of sooal Justice 

from the egahtarian peer relationships of middle childhood As children 

develop cogmuvely, they are more hkely to d1fferent1ate between thmgs they 
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are pnvileged to have and thmgs that are theirs by nght, or not there, m 

spite of their nght to It The changes m the chtld's conceptual abtlitles are 

hkely dependent upon havmg expenenced nghts as well as cogmtlve 

differentiation Melton ( 1983) believes that to children with low social 

econmruc status, nghts may be seen as bemg dependent upon the whim of a 

benevolent authonty The opportumtles for these disadvantaged children to 

exercise dec1s10n makmg and role takmg m social situations may be qmte 

lirmted, which may impact on moral development 

Melton's (1983) study hypothesized that chtldren's concepts of their 

nghts can be expected to develop along a progress10n of three levels of 

reasonmg based on their age Melton predicted the following sequence of 

development of concepts of nghts 

• Level 1 - Chtldren are at an egocentnc stage of development and 

understand nghts as bestowed by a benevolent authonty 

Children have d1ff1culty distmgmshmg "is" from "ought" and 

believe that 1t 1s by nght that someone 1s able to have or do 

somethmg Children thmk m concrete terms at this stage 

• Level 2 - Children see nghts as part of a complex system of rules 

and laws that are made and changed by people Rights can be 

confused with pnv1leges at this stage of development and 

understood m terms of orderly social functlonmg 

• Level 3 - Rights at this developmental stage are conceptualized m 

a much broader way and are seen as part of the basis for the 

ethical mamtenance of human d1gmty and personal freedom 

The sense of natural Justice may transcend laws and social mores 

Melton's (1983) hypothesis that the development of concepts of nghts 1s 

correlated to age and also social econormc status was confirmed by his 

research study Melton believes that his study has some possible imphcations 

for public policy One imphcation is that children under third grade do not 

understand the concept of waivmg nghts and therefore would need an 

advocate dunng civil and cnmmal proceedmgs to ensure that a waiver would 

be m the child's best mterests Melton beheves that children frequently have 

the cogmtive capacity to exercise nghts and to function as "mature rmnors" at 

a much earher age than was ongmally thought He cautions however, that an 

abihty to define and conceptualize nghts does not imply that they can be 

exercised maturely " mdeed, competence might be expected to vary across 
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types of nghts, given varymg complehlty of dec1s1ons and varymg 

sooalization concernmg the appropnateness of assertmg nghts m various 

conte)..ts" (p 41) 

The results of Melton's (1983) study do not establish that chlldrcn \,ould 

exerose Cl\ 11 liberties even 1f they have the nght to do so Melton ad\ ocates 

mtroducmg curncula about nghts belongmg to children as earl), as t111rd 

grade, based on two arguments 

1 that there needs to be proper preparation for the reasoned exercise of 

nghts, 

2 that 1t makes sense to help children to develop toward pnnc1pled views 

of nghts 

Melton makes the pomt that children's nght to be different 1s a 

contentious issue withm the mental health system, where chlldren are often 

unwilling part1opants m therapy when their mterests differ from their 

parents or the lavv 

Lack of mformat10n about nghts 

Current child advocacy has at least two basic tenets - nurturance and 

self-determmation (Melton, 1983) Nurturance nghts tend to be based on a 

paternalistic belief that the state must respond to children's particular needs 

and mterests Child-savers, who are those who advocate nurturance nghts, 

perceive chlldren as vulnerable and m need of special protections and 

entitlements Self-determmation nghts are based on the belief that adult crvll 

liberties should be extended to children (Verhellen, 1990) Self-determmation 

advocates, sometimes known as "klddie-hbbers" perceive children as more 

alike adults than different m terms of basic status as otizens of the 

commumty These two adult perspectives on children's nghts are rooted m 

different concepts of the nature of childhood, and the capabilities of children 

The tensions between the tvVo schools of thought can mterfere with a umted 

and concerted effort on the part of adults, to ensure that children understand 

and are able to exerose their nghts Melton makes the pomt that a 

combmatlon of nurturance and self-determmation may be very good He 

notes that many chlldren's hberatiomsts advocate for broad social welfare 

entitlements Melton ( 1983) states that "where they are likely to depart from 

the child savers is m the latter group's tendency to support mterventions for 

children's "own good" regardless of hhcthcr such "help" .s requested" (p 10) 
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Nurturance by defmitton mvolves protect.ton (Raychaba, 1993) 

Advocacy for nurturance nghts for children mvolves dec1s1ons about what 

children should have and do Melton (1983) states that, "there 1s clear 

potent.ta! for advocacy of one's own econonuc and pollttcal mterests ( even 1f 

not consoously done for self-mterest) m such a v..ay as actually to lmut the 

choices of the children whom one chums to represent" (p 18) Melton cites as 

an example of this type of advocacy, the turn of the century child savers who 

took an md1v1dual1st.1c approach to rescumg youth from sordid mner oty life 

The problem was perceived to be a deficit m the youth's attttude and morality 

rather than bemg the vast sooal and economic meq ultles of the day These 

child savers believed that a change m youth's attttude could overcome these 

forces Sheleff (1981) strengthens Melton's v1ewpomt when he says, "many of 

the child-savers' reforms were auned at imposmg sanctions on conduct 

unbeconung youth and d1squallfymg youth from the benefit of adult 

pnvileges Their reforms were aimed at defmmg and regulattng the 

dependent status of youth" (p 216) 

Melton ( 1983) suggests that there 1s considerable evidence that people 

tend to perceive the world as Just and to rat.1onal1ze the rewards and 

pumshments as deserved Many sooal programs have been based on the 

belief that the poor are responsible for their plight This leads to energy 

bemg expended, for example, m servmg deprived children rather than 

challengmg the structure and mherent mequ1t1es m our mstttutions and 

bureaucraoes 

I\ number of authors make the pomt that there 1s a problem of adults 

seemg issues from the child's perspective (BC Ombudsman, 1992, Canadian 

Mental HealthAssooation, 1992, Farr, 1985, Melton, 1983, Raychaba, 1988, 1993, 

Verhellen, 1990) Melton (1983) states that, "child advocacy is essentially 

'cross-cultural' and entails the d1ff1Cult1es mherent m an attempt to express 

the v1ewpomt of people whose view of the world may be quite different from 

one's own" (p 22) Adults tend to work from the perspecuve of what the 

child's mterest should be, as an adult sees it The process of mteraction w1thm 

the child's own culture has been largely ignored (Farr, 1985) It 1s therefore 

very difficult to perceive the child's mterests from his/ her pomt of view 

Melton ( 1983) states that 

Power rests with adults If child advocacy 1s to be more than mere 
paternalism or gratuitous platttudes, adults must become partners with 
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children and youth m advocacy for their mterests Perhaps at root, my 
pomt 1s that adult advocates for children must show them respect That 
sort of modelmg ultimately may be the most potent source of change m 
the status of children and youth (p 288) 

The Norwegian Ombudsman suggests that 1f children are believed to lack the 

competence to assert their nghts, that this cannot be a reason for denymg 

them the nght to be consulted or to be kept mformed of rmportant decisions 

regardmg their hves (Verhellen, 1990) Youth themselves are stating that 

they need to be informed of their nghts (BC Ombudsman, 1993 , Canadian 

Mental Health Assooation, 1988, Raychaba, 1993, 1988) 

Inadequate enforcement of nghts 

There are many barners to usmg the legal system to protect the nghts 

of children Litigation is expensive and time consummg Usmg Judicial action 

to fulfill basic nghts is hkely only when other branches of government are 

mactive and legislators and admm1strators are unwillmg or unable to act The 

courts have difficulty forcmg other branches of government to develop the 

fmancial and human resources necessary to implement the orders Melton 

( 1983) notes also that the courts cannot mom tor compliance 

Histoncally, children were presumed to be mcompetent bemgs who 

were unable to determme and safeguard their mterests (Anes, 1985, Freeman, 

1992) Children were not allowed to sue or be sued by others The Office of the 

B C Ombudsman, m its Discussion paper on Advocacy dated October 29, 1993, 

has made the pomt that the situation m Bntish Columbia today has not 

sigmficantly changed 

Children may lack the means of entry to the legal system Children 

often lack standmg m the adJud1cation of disputes, for example m custody 

disputes The Rules of the Supreme Court of B C require that children be 

represented by an adult of sound mmd, known as a guardian ad htum, m any 

court action The guardian ad htum is frequently unsure about whether to 

advocate for the child's wishes or to argue for what the guardian/ advocate 

believes to be m the best mterests of the child The wishes of the child are not 

legally bmdmg on the guardian The BC Combudsman (1993) states that 

When the guardian is a parent or relative, the mterests of the child 
whICh may not be identical to that of the parent or famlly may not be 
protected or even acknowledged On the other hand where the guardian 
is a stranger to the child and there are competing adult mterests m a 
lawsuit 1t 1s possible that the guardian 1s less assertive out of a biased 
regard for the adult mterests and an msufficient regard for the child's 
mterests (p 20) 
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An additional barrier to the partlnpation of children m asserting and 

protectmg therr legal nghts is the fact that the guardian ad htum must be 

prepared to pay the legal costs if they are the plamtiffs, lose the action, and 

the court has awarded costs agamst them It is the guardian and not the child 

that must pay This presents a rather significant dismcentive to a guardian m 

launchmg a lawsuit on behalf of the child 

On a class level, ch .. ldren ma1 not be able to estabhsh themselves as 

parues to the htigation Melton ( 1983) cites the example of htigation 

mvolvmg parental nghts of the Amish people to keep their children out of 

school after grade 8 The children mvolved were not seen by the court as 

havmg a key mterest m the dispute Iromcally, the court saw the competmg 

mterests as bemg between the school board and the parents 

Political powerlessness 

Farr (1985) makes the pomt m his article Sonal Worlds of Childhood, 

that poht1es is an adult game played by adults, where children have few, if 

any, estabhshed nghts Children are vulnerable to becommg targets for 

pohtical pressures withm a nation Farr (1985) raises the quest10ns 

If children had certain "nghts" with respect to the type of education 
which they received would this be an effective way of ensunng that 
they were "protected" from bemg manipulated? Is the answer to allow 
children a greater say m the affairs of the commumty, especially those 
affairs of greatest concern to them as chtldren7 (p 32) 

Children, by vrrtue of their lack of force m the pohtical arena, have fallen 

victim to reduced governmental resources In contrast, other groups have m 

fact enJoyed mcreased prommence and governmental pnonty 

Farr ( 1985) pomts out that there have been some pohtical concessions to 

youth m recent years, for example, the lowenng of the age of maJonty (and 

hence age to vote) Such legislation has helped to estabhsh youth as a 

legitimate pressure group m the world of adult poht1es Children however, 

contmue to be without any strength or status pohtically and as such, have no 

say m the management of therr own affarrs Farr ( 1985) suggest that "if adults 

better appreciated the important sooal developments which occur m the 

course of growing up they nnght be prepared to allow children to have a 

greater say m the runnmg of their affairs than they enJoy at present" (p 39) 

Farr beheves that the moral and pohtical education of children m many 

Western cultures is madequate He sees these defioencies resulting from the 
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failure of adults to reach agreement on what It 1s that children need to know 

He also sees the adults' lack of awareness and understandmg of the culture of 

the child as problematic and a contributmg factor m the ethnocentric 

atutudes bemg transrmtted from one generation to the next 

The V 01ce of the Child 

The nghts of children are not clearly spelled out and enshrined m law 

(Ayim, 1986, Freeman, 1986, Turner, 1981 , 1988, Verhellen, 1990) 

Opportumues for a child's v01ce to be heard are contmgent upon an 

understandmg of \o\ihat 1t means to give children a v01ce This secuon of the 

review 1llummates some poss1b1ht1es m changmg the sooo-poht1cal status of 

children and the accountab1hty procedures m 1mplementmg any changes 

(Anes, 1985, Boyden & Hudson, 1985, Bronfenbrener, 1985, Canadian Mental 

Health Assoc1auon, 1992 , Farr, 1985, McDougall, 1985 , Melton, 1983 , Raychaba, 

1988, 1993, Verhellen, 1990) Themes hke participation, respect, empowerment 

and competence are discussed (Canadian Mental Health Association, 1992, 

Raychaba, 1988, 1993) The mechamsms for prov1dmg opportumues for 

children's v01ces to be heard and to be given due weight are exammed (BC 

Ombudsman, 1992, Verhellen, 1990) 

The benefits and hm1tat1ons of havmg children freely express their 

views m all matters affectmg them will be explored Issues of self-esteem, 

sense of 1dent1ty and connectedness to their commumty, learnmg important 

hfe skills hke the appropriate challengmg of authority are discussed m the 

context of accepted democratic pnnoples The issues of making mistakes, and 

of compromismg the sovereignty of adult authonty are discussed In add1t1on, 

the econormc benefits and hab1hties to sooety are addressed This section of 

the hterature review addresses some of the moral and practical 1mperat1ves of 

empowenng children, an important step m ach1evmg consensus on the merits 

of empowering children and youth 

Exammmg the importance and rmpact of comphance to Article 12 of the 

U N Convention 1s reviewed m terms of accountab1hty of state authorities to 

chlldren and parents Mechamsms reqmred to strengthen and remforce the 

child's nght to be heard are h1ghhghted This section of the hterature review 

examines the pohtical and legal implications of empowering children which is 

essential m estabhshmg the importance of empowering children and youth 

Freeman ( 1986) states that the term moral nght takes m a number of 

usages whICh have httle m common except that they are not legal or 
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mstltutional m origm He suggests that when we talk of children's rights we 

are most often referring to moral nghts, usually m the ideal sense of nghts, 

but sometimes also m the sense of consoent1ous nghts He describes 

conscientious nghts as claims agamst md1v1duals for a certam kmd of 

treatment Freeman suggests that many references to children's rights are 

really aspirations for the accomphshment of a particular sooal or moral good 

The Umted Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child uses this type of 

language and recogruses that the language of rights and the concepts 

mherent m them hke d1gmty, as apphed to children, 1s important (Freeman, 

1992) "The case that chtldren have nghts has to a large extent been won the 

burden no\\i shifts to momtoring how well governments honour the pledges m 

their nations laws and carry out their mternational obhgatlons" (Freeman, 

1992,p 39) 

There are a number of problems and challenges mherent m the 

safeguardmg of children's nghts (Verhellen, 1992) Some of the hterature 

covering issues relatmg to children's rights assumes that no confhct of 

mterest exists between children and their adult caregivers and that caregivers 

are usually acting m the "best mterests" of children Goldstem, Freud and 

Solrut ( 1979) state that 

Children, on the other hand, are presumed to be mcomplete bemgs who 
are not fully competent to determme and safeguard their mterests 
They are seen as dependent and m need of direct, mtimate, and 
contmuous care by the adults who are personally committed to assume 
such respons1b1hty (p 3) 

Goldstem, Freud and Solmt ( 1979) also make the pomt that there are problems 

mherent m the trad1t1onal goal of servmg "the best mterests of the child" 

In grvmg meanmg to this goal, dec1s10n makers m law have recognized 
the necessity of protectmg a child's physical well-bemg as a gmde to 
placement But they have been slow to understand and to acknowledge 
the necessity of safeguardmg a child's psychological well-bemg Yet 
both well-bemgs are equally important, and any sharp d1stinct1on 
between them 1s artlf1c1al (p 4) 

There are still those who would argue that, howe\er important children's 

rights are, 1t 1s not necessary to recogmze as such, children's rights (Freeman, 

1992) Freeman (1992) suggests that two myths are used for this argument One 

myth 1deal1zes the adult-child relationship and emphasizes that adults and 

parents m particular have the best mterests of children at heart Those who 

would argue this way tend to adopt a laissez faire attitude towards the family 
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Freeman further suggests that the only nght for children that wnters such as 

Goldstem, Freud and Solrut would accept 1s the child's nght to autonomous 

parents He also states that the second myth used in the argument that 1t 1s not 

necessary to recogmze children's nghts 1s that childhood 1s a golden age and 

the best years of one's hfe The myth would see childhood as a time of 

mnocence, freedom, JOY and play, and a time to be spared the ngors of adult 

hfe Freeman refutes this myth and reminds the reader that there are 

countnes whICh today are systematically extermmatmg children hke vermm 

Poverty, disease and expl01tation of children 1s seen m every part of the world 

(Boyden & Hudson, 1985, Freeman, 1992) The hves of cruldren hvmg m the 

developed world are also fraught with depnvation and child poverty has 

increased dramatically (Freeman, 1992, Task Force on the Child as Citizen, 

1978) Freeman states that the case against children's nghts 1s not worthy of 

respect He, hke Wolfson ( 1992), suggests that nghts are important because 

possession of them 1s part of what 1s necessary to constitute personahty 

Wolfson suggests that moral and legal nghts are held by those who have 

interests whICh are in some way mt1mately and mextncably bound up with 

their personality Wolfson (1992) states that the broad 1mphcat1on of 

understanding children's nghts in this way are that a child could be said to 

have a pnmary nght that we act m his or her mterests 

The child's perspective 1s not often addressed m depth, except m 

anecdotal or token ways Only m recent years have the notions of cruldren as 

persons with a nght to be heard been addressed, usually by children's nghts 

activists and often m the context of Juverule delinquency "But there was a 

pnce once given 'speoal status', Juverules lost the protection of due process" 

(de Lone, 1979, p 56) 

The U N Convention on the Rights of the Child and recent amendments 

to children's legislation m Canada and elsewhere suggest that sooetal attitudes 

are slowly changing Lopatka ( 1992) states that the UN Convention sets 

moderate rather than unduly ambmous standards of promotion and protection 

of the nghts of the child Its prov1s1ons are an order for some and a 

inotement for all, uruversally, to raise the standards of promotion and 

protection of the nghts of the child in all areas that concern the child m all 

countnes of the world There has been a s1gmf1cant increase m the amount of 

literature in recent years about chtldren's nghts, however, 1t does not appear 

to be consumer dnven Many would argue that there 1s no problem, that 
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support for adult caregivers is adequate and that this support will have a 

subsequent benefit to children 

Verhellen (1992) states that the children's nghts movement has devoted 

itself to the recogmuon of the nghts of parucipatlon for children He 

beheves that children should have the nght to parucipate in determining 

their own hving conditions and in shaping society The nght to parucipate m 

democratic pohcy-making processes, the nght to self-determination and the 

nght to assert these nghts mdependently are the pillars of human nghts 

Verhellen ( 1992) states that the constantly recurnng, fundamental argument 

for denymg children autonomy and nghts is their alleged mcompetence m 

makmg informed decisions Children are labeled phys1eally, emotionally and 

intellectually immature Verhellen (1992) states that "the most stnking 

feature of this discussion on competence, at an underlymg level, should be 

that the recogmt1on of self-determmation for children is essential m order to 

make them more competent, and not vice versa (p 81) He explams several 

trends in the discussion on competence 

1 Reformist - considers the argument of incompetence to be vahd but 

believes our society heavily underestimates the competence of children to 

make rauonal and mformed decisions This trend believes that such a 

competence is acquired at a much younger age and that the process is gradual 

2 Rad1eal - children's hberatiomsts challenge the argument of 

incompetence on ethical grounds Their starung pomt (the highest moral 

standard) is the equahty of all human bemgs Any discnmmation, mcludmg 

that based on age, is morally wrong The solution is to grant all human and 

civil nghts to children as well as adults 

3 Pragmatic - questions the practical reasons for not grantmg children 

all civil nghts and the nght to assert them independently They feel there are 

no such reasons except where the child's mcompetence to assert specific 

nghts can clearly be demonstrated This means children enJoymg all the 

nghts except in certain cases The advantage to this posiuon is that the burden 

of proof is removed from the chtldren's shoulders (Verhellen, 1992) 

Verhellen ( 199 2) states that 

At present, the position of children is exactly the opposite, and 
therefore very weak, smce the burden of provmg that they are 
entitled to self-determmation hes completely with them This is 
the pnnciple of children enJoying no nghts except m certam 
cases This explains why so many nghts of chtldren are 
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translated mto obhgatlons, for example , the nght to learn and go 
to school becomes compulsory educauon (p 82) 

Freeman ( 1992) suggests that if competence is a test, a significant proportion 

of children must be granted full political status and a large number of adults 

would have to be disenfranchised The child's lack of expenence or 

understandmg which are thought to be learned dunng the traditlonal penod 

of childhood implies that if children lack foresight , they will make disastrous 

decis10ns if given the opportunity Freeman ( 1992) quesuons whether this is 

not the case with adults He believes that to take children's nghts senously 

reqmres us to take senously nurturance and self-determmation, and demands 

of us that we adopt policies, practices and laws which protect both children 

and their nghts 

There are many power dynamics which subordmate the social position 

of children Verhellen ( 1990) states that "the socially constructed posiuon of 

dependence of children manifests itself m var10us ways m everyday hfe In 

this way, children are often considered as obJects, as 'goods' and as 'property 

of' this is clearly reflected m the law (p 3) Children and youth are 

fragmented as an obJect of study (for example, as cognitive, moral and 

physical fragments) m isolation from a context This leads to seemg the child 

as different from adults, leadmg to different treatment wh1eh serves to 

emphasize the differences de Lone (1979) makes the pomt that 

Lookmg at children m a fragmented way leads to a scenar10 
where "each specialist assumed responsibility for a fragment of 
the whole child, with planners and admmistrators at the top of 
the bureaucratic heap responsible for managmg the system m a 
way that was supposed to put all the pieces back together (p 60) 

The obJectlf1cauon of children has led to the denial and oppression of the 

child's frame of reference and the child's mterpretat10n of self and his or her 

place m the world "Defmmg s1tuauons from the pomt of view of one 

particular mterpretat10n, while ignonng so many others, comes down to 

assignmg posit10ns, to which the process of obJecufication gives a natural, 

evident and mvariable look" (Verhellen, 1990, p 8) 

The Task Force on the Child as Ciuzen (1978) has argued that children 

should be viewed as participatmg members of society and that they should 

enJoy the fundamental nghts of any mdividual m society, gradually assuming 

developmentally appropnate responsibihues that adult members of the society 

must bear The family, commumty and the state must recogmze and defend 
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children's nghts and mform the young of the existence of these nghts 

Attitudes must change to shape our future as a humane society where the 

digmty of each mdividual will be recogmzed and respected (Task Force on the 

Child as Cltlzen, 1978) The Task Force on the Chtld as Citizen (1978) has taken 

the position that "until the pnnciple of an mdependent v01ce for each child is 

clearly estabhshed m law, then we beheve It is mevitable that the human 

nghts of children and youth will continue to be systematically ignored and so 

systematically v10lated" (p 157) 

Youth have recently begun to articulate their own views which often 

diverge sigmf1eantly from those of adults Raychaba (1988), a former youth m 

care, talks of the importance of youth becommg more mvolved m the design, 

implementation, operation and evaluation of the serv1ees wh1eh affect their 

hves Without it, the child welfare system becomes paternahstic, mefficient 

and dependency-mducmg He states 

Empowerment is a pnonty for young people m care It must be 
recogmzed that the best care is not necessanly that solely endowed 
upon us from above or that done for us, rather, the best care should be 
viewed as a process m which both service providers and service 
receivers share the decision-makmg and the responsibihty mvolved 
(p 6) 

Raychaba (1988) notes that while youth m care do have some umque needs, 

they do however have basic developmental needs similar to youth not m care 

These mclude self-rehance, self-imtlative and a sense of responsibihty, all 

components of empowel"fnexl't' 

Raychaba ( 1988) discusses the powerlessness of children m the child 

welfare system and quotes Armitage's descnption of that powerlessness 

"Indeed, the hrmted power they exercise 1s exercised not through any strength 

of organ1zat10n that they possess, but rather on the basis of profess10nal 

understanding of their situation" (p 49) Raychaba (1988) further notes that 

m a study of the perceptions of young people receivmg child welfare services, 

Gabor and Greene found a yearnmg for participation and empowerment 

commonplace among youthful consumers of services The young people 

surveyed felt left-out of the plannmg process and d1sempowered Raychaba 

(1993) notes m his recent book Pam. Lots of Pam that Canadian youths' self-

reported sense of loss of control echoes reports from the Umted Kmgdom and 

the USA All report that the youth have expressed a pervasive sense of 

powerlessness while m care, an mgramed sense of bemg ignored, of not 
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bemg taken senously and of not bemg listened to (Raychaba, 1993) Raychaba 

( 199 3) believes that when young people feel excluded from planning which 

affects their lives, the development of self-confidence, self-esteem and 

independent functioning will be greatly comprormsed Tlus v1ewpomt has 

been echoed m BC Ombudsman reports (1994, 1993) and m the Report of the 

Community Panel Family and Children's Services Legislation Review m Bntish 

Columbia (1992) 

Raychaba (1993, 1988) raises an important issue when he discusses the 

feelings of powerlessness m youth m care He stresses the importance of 

adults empowermg young people as a way of helpmg young people develop 

the skills they WI.ll need to hve mdependently The hterature on 

empowerment would seem to support Raychaba's belief that tlus 1s important 

Simmons & Parsons ( 1983) defme empowerment as 

The process of enablmg persons to master their environment and 
achieve self-determmat10n It may occur through md1v1dual 
change, interpersonal or interactional change or change of 
social structures which have an impact on the md1v1dual As an 
intervention strategy, empowerment does not imply pathology m 
either the client or the social system, 1t does assume a potentially 
mutually benef1c1al mteract1on between ind1v1duals and the 
systems which affect them (p 194) 

Lord (1989) defmes personal empowerment as a "process whereby ind1v1duals 

feel mcreasmgly m control of their own hves, includmg the resources they 

need to hve m the community WI.th dignity" (p 1) Lord has identified several 

factors which assist m the trans1t1on to empowerment They suggest that the 

process begms with a motivat10nal tngger such as a cns1s, frustrat10n or 

outrage In many cases, the trigger leads to change because the md1v1duals 

learn that they have a v01ce, and that there are people who WI.11 hsten and 

understand The willmgness to question 1s seen as an important factor m the 

transition to empowerment 

Lord (1989) suggests that the process to empowerment almost always 

includes a change m the person's environment or context, often mvolvmg a 

new person or people m the context Frequently, the s1gruficant person 

provides an important bndge for the person to peers, self-help groups, or 

other commuruty resources As the empowerment process evolves, many 

people fmd that their growmg awareness of their own capac1t1es and nghts 

helps them develop a sense of personal control and competence Lord ( 1989) 

has found that the process of participation 1s m Itself empowenng On one 
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hand, as people gam self-confidence, they seek more avenues for 

partie1pation On the other hand, m\. oh ement m actn ities enhances self­

confidence and personal control because lt reduces isolation and provides 

.nvolvement ma meaningful activity The pomts raised by Lord (1989) are 

consistent \.'.'1th .. hat Raychaba ( 1993, 1988) is saymg 

The central thesis m the wntmgs of young people is that children are 

persons m their own nght entitled to the same respect and digmty as that 

afforded to adults Youth are persons, more competent to participate m the1r 

own lives than has previo..i.sl::r been recogmzed Youth typically are not 

seekmg to make autonomous dee1sions, but they are ask.mg to have the 

decision makmg process opened up and to be adrrutted as partiopants 

( Can.adian Council, undated) The National Youth Committee of the Canadian 

Mental Health Association ( 1992) recently asked eight 16 to 19 year olds from 

the National Youth m Care Network about assessmg and developing polie1es 

and programs The results of the study showed s1gmficantly different 

pnonties bemeen ::routh and adults m policy and program development 

The young people emphasized the importance of emotional and mental 
well-bemg over physical comfort and ngid adherence to standards 
Indeed, they questioned the tendency to stress the enforcement of 
standards, such as bmldmg codes, safety regulations, f1re codes at the 
expense of an adequate focus on prov 1dmg for the emotional needs of 
the clients The youth made lt very clear that for them, respect is a 
prerequ1s1te to any service or youth policy They feel that they have 
the same nght to respect as people of other age groups, and that youth 
policies based on an attitude of respect are far more likely to be 
effectl\. e m meeting youth's needs than those that arc not (p 2) 

The young people also talked about the importance of part1c1patmg 

meanmgfully m the decisions that affect their lives (B C Office of the 

Ombudsma.'1, 1994, BC Ministry of Education & :Mmistry Responsible for 
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Multiculturalism & Human Rights, 1992, Canad1an Mental Health Associat10n, \ 

1992, Report of the Commumty Panel Family and Children's Services - --...., 

Legislation Review m BC, 1992, Proceedings of the Follow-Up Consultation on 

Juvemk (Adolescent) Prostitution, 1990, Raychaba, B, 1993, 1988) They 

emphasized the importance of bemg offered genume ch01ces, ones which 

mvolve selectmg from real alternatives The youth reJected completely the 

goal of autonomy They pomted out that we are all mterdependent, and that 

people should not be left out m the cold to fend for themselves What young 

people were ask.mg for were servICes that would prO\. 1de them with the tools 

they will need for tomorrow - a sense of self-worth, a repert01re of problem-
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solvmg skills and an identiflcat10n and connectedness with family and 

community (BC Office of the Ombudsman, 1994, 1993, Canadian Mental Health 

Assooation, 1992, Proceedmgs of the Follow-Up Consultation on Juvenile 

(Adolescent) Prostitution, 1990, Raychaba, 1993, 1988) 

The issues of respect and interdependence with adults that are raised by 

th.e youth are addressed in hterature on sooal support There has been 

growing evidence over a number of years that sonal support plays an 

important role m maintainmg emotional and physical health and in 

mitigating against the deletenous effects of environmental and sooal stress 

Belle (1989) defines sooal support as "resources that are provided by other 

people and that anse in the context of interpersonal relat10nships" (p 1) 

Supportive resources include such things as information, matenal assistance, 

affection, physical comforting, empathic listening, assistance in probem 

solving and reassurances of worth The function of support is to give 

information to an mdividual that one is loved, cared for, esteemed, valued and 

belongs to a mutally obhgmg communication network (Cobb, 1976) There 1s 

recent evidence to suggest that perceived support is even more important than 

received support in buffenng an mdividual against stressful hfe events 

(Callahan & Mornssey, 1993) According to those who hold this view, the value 

of support hes in the perception that It is available 

It is generally agreed that children have a great need for instrumental 

and emot10nal resources from others, yet there have been very few studies 

done on the rmpact of sooal supports and networks on children Belle ( 1989) 

suggests that children's sooal networks have been viewed implicitly as 

denving from their parents' networks and therefore are of hnnted 

importance There is however, considerable evidence that stressful hfe 

expenences are ~ maJor contributor to the mental and physical health 

problems of children and youth (Belle, 1989, Benard, 1987, Garbanno, 1980) 

Rutter ( 1983) researched the vanables that appeared to nntigate sooal 

stressors on at-nsk children and youth He found that the vanables included a 

warm, close, personal relationship with an adult, and the opportunity for 

children and youth to partiopate ma meaningful way so that the youth could 

feel a sense of responsibihty and achieve success at a meaningful tasks These 

vanables are consistent with what the youth in Raychaba (1993, 1988) and 

Canadian Mental Health Association ( 1992) are saymg 
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There is a tendency on the part of adults to mterpret problems 

expenenced by children m terms of the deficiencies of children rather than 

on the deflcienoes of their parents and the deficiencies of sooety m ensunng 

eqmty For example, Ayim (1986) pomts out that m 1978, an Alberta Juvemle 

Court dismissed the complamt of an Alberta girl that she and her sisters were 

bemg abused by the1r parents 

The g1rl who registered the complamt had attempted to commit smcide 
Although all three children had been beaten many times, the court 
deoded that the physical disciplme was earned out 'ma meamngful 
manner' and cleared the parents The complamant, however, was Judged 
to be a 'child m need of protection because of her self-destructive 
tendencies,' and she was removed from the home The other two 
children remamed (p 347) 

The Task Force on the Child as Citizen (1978) states that although we have 

developed theones of chlld development about which there is some agreement, 

we still embrace the theones from a viewpomt of children bemg essentially 

passive and dependent The child's role is to cooperate, obey and to go to school 

when old enough This attitude sees children as havmg no role to play m 

adult-deosion makmg about them Perhaps mnocently, but nonetheless 

effectively, this perception renders the chlld mvisible 

Flekkoy (1992) discusses how adult arutudes as mdividuals and as a 

group shape and mfluence children and their development The child's 

development of self-confidence, self-respect and identity is determmed 

largely by the signals that the child receives about how others - amongst 

whom loved adults are very important - perceives the child's behaviour, 

feelmgs, thoughts and reactions The child wonders whether they are good or 

bad, valuable or worthless and if their attitudes and values are m harmony 

with their commumty and the people that care for them Flekkoy (1992) 

wonders if adults are commumcating to chlldren that they are valuable as 

they are and suggests that what adults are really signalmg is a wish for them 

to grow up He sees an mcongruence between society's professed attitudes and 

sooety's actions For example, the pnnciple that education is important is 

qmte mcompatible with the reality that children are forced to attend run­

down unsafe school usmg tattered books and outdated mformation (Flekkoy, 

1992, Kozol, 1991) Flekkoy (1992) states that "children and youth as active, 

participatmg members of groups, with opm10ns worth hstemng to, are not 

considered important enough, at least not yet" (p 147) He suggests that the 

next generations of parents must be brought up to respect the mtegnty and 
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digmty of all other human bemgs, mcludmg the small ones, as equal although 

different from themselves Flekkoy (1992) believes that the world needs 

children and that they are the "hope of the future because they give purpose 

and meanmg to life when ideologies crumble, when despair threatens to 

overwhelm us, when everythmg else seems to fail" (p 147) 

In keepmg with the convictlon that the least that people m power can 

do to build a sense of commumty is to listen to those who are disenfranchised, 

the UN Conventlon on the Rights of the Child (1989, Artlcle 12) requires states 

parties to ensure that children have the opportumty to express their views 

about matters concerning them Perhaps the spint of thls provis10n could go 

beyond the nght to be heard m mdividual matters to the nght to v01ce 

opmions on matters affectlng children as a class (Melton & Limber, 1992) 

Melton and Limber (1992) suggest penodic systematlc surveys of children 

themselves about matters pertaining to their nghts which might be an 

essentlal element of each nation's 1mplementatlon of the Conventlon This has 

been echoed m B C Office of the Ombudsman ( 1994) and Canadian Mental 

Health Assonauon (1992) 

Melton and Limber ( 1992) suggest that another rauonale for mvolvmg 

children m the defmitlon of their nghts is that lt may have the beneficial 

effect of mcreasmg the self-esteem of children, which is so closely associated 

with mcreased perceived control They make the pomt that the recogmtion of 

nghts provides a way of ensunng that power is used to uplift rather than to 

oppress When applied to children, a class with httle power, "sensitlvity to 

nghts is apt m itself to 'humamze' relationships, especially with authonty" (p 

183) Mmow (1990) strengthens their argument when he states 

The use of nghts discourse affirms commuruty, but it affirms a 
parucular kmd of community a commumty dedicated to mvigoratmg 
words with power to restrain, so that even the powerless can appeal to 
those words It is a commumty that acknowledges and admits the 
histoncal uses of power to exclude, deny, and silence - and commits 
itself to enablmg suppressed pomts of view to be heard, to makmg 
covert conflict overt (p 229) 

Melton and Limber (1992) suggest developmg mstltutions hke the 

Norwegian Ombudsman to make ongomg assessment of the rmpact of policies 

and practices on children They also suggest an mternatlonal ombudsman so 

that aggneved children can complain and seek redress when their state, 

though a party to the conventlon, v10lates the nghts contamed m it 
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Children represent approximately one-quarter of the populatrnn of 

Canada and yet their views and perceptions are not reflected m our national 

and provmcial sooal pohoes (Canadian Mental Health Associat10n, 1992, 

Canadian Task Force on The Child as Ciuzen, 1978, Raychaba, 1988, 1993) There 

is a pervasive and entrenched behef that pohoes servmg farmhes and 

commumnes will be sufficient and effectlve m meetlng the needs of children 

(Sponseller & Fmk, 1982) One-quarter of our nation's populanon is largely 

mvisible m terms of their sooal and pohtlcal status (Raychaba, 1993, Task 

Force on the Child as Cinzen, 1978) The logic of this disempowerment and 

sllencmg of our children and youth must be re-exam.med and questloned from 

the standpomt of a Just and democratlc society valumg every member of that 

sooety (Boyden & Hudson, 1985) 

Summary 

This review has examined hterature that establishes that children's 

nghts are important Literature on some of the most obvious barners to 

children exercismg their nght to be heard has been reviewed, such as the 

histoncal absence of legal nghts to children, madequate legal remedies for 

enforcmg thls nght, and the cultural behefs about the authority of parents 

and the mcompetence of children Literature on some of the factors that 

strengthen the opportumtles that children have to exercise their right to be 

heard has also been reviewed, such as partlcipanon m decision-makmg, sooal 

support and empowerment 

This literature review highhghts the important pomt that a change m 

adult attitudes about children, their rights and their capabihnes is a 

fundamental component m strengthenmg the mechamsms for ensuring that 

children can and Will exercise their nght to be heard 

Chapter Three 

Methodology 

The research question posed m this study was What is the experience of 

youth m havmg their views heard by adults while m care? The importance of 

understandmg this experience, from the youths' viewpomt, has led me to a 

human science perspective and to a phenomenological mqmry I have chosen 

a phenomenological methodology to explore the experiences of three former 

youth-m-care m havmg their views heard by adults dunng their time m care 
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The basis of this study 1s Article 12 of the Umted Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (1989), stated m Chapter 1, which will be used as a pomt of 

reference for exammmg the congruence between the youths' nght to be 

heard and the nature of the youths' expenences m bemg heard by adults 

There are several methodological assumptions underlymg this 

approach 

1 The phenomenon must be studied m a holistic way, that 1s, the 

phenomenon cannot be studied as a decontextuahzed umt 

2 The researcher and participants ( or co-researchers) mteract 

throughout the process of the mqmry and mfluence each other The 

researcher and partlopants are both fully engaged m the research process 

3 There 1s no absolute truth The assertions of truth are bound by a 

persons's culture, history and hfe story 

4 This mqmry 1s mfluenced by my ch01ce of the problem, by my frammg 

of the problem and question, the collection of the data and the analysis of the 

data 

As a researcher, I have been mfluenced by a number of 

phenomenolog1sts, mcludmg Van Manen, Ray and Osborne Van Manen ( 1990) 

states that 

Phenomenology 1s the study of the hfeworld - the world as we 
1mmed1ately expenence 1t pre-reflectively rather than as we 
conceptualize, categonze, or reflect on 1t Phenomenology anns at 
gammg a deeper understandmg of the nature or meamng of our 
everyday expenences Phenomenology asks, "What 1s this or that kmd 
of expenence hke7" (p 9) 

Phenomenology does not offer us theones with which we can either explam 

or control the world, but rather 1t offers us the poss1b1hty of credible ms1ghts 

that strengthen our contact with and understanding of the world (Van Manen 

1990) Ray (1985) states that 

Phenomenolog1eal research 1s the study of lived expenence 
Phenomenology's purpose 1s to seek a fuller understandmg through 
descnption, reflection, and direct awareness of a phenomenon to reveal 
the multiphc1ty of coherent and mtegral meanmgs of the phenomenon 
(p 173) 

I believe, as Van Manen ( 1990) does, that consc10usness 1s the only access that 

humans have with their world, and that anythmg that presents itself to 

consoousness can be of mterest to phenomenology, whether the phenomenon 

1s real or 1magmed, ob1ect1vely measurable or sub1ect1vely felt Humans 

30 



cannot reflect on their hved expenence while they are hvmg through that 

expenence and thus phenomenological relfecuon is retrospective Suransky 

( 1980) explams that 

The preconceived world is the pnmary reality All knowledge is 
sustamed by a ground of postulates derived from the primary 
expenence with the world It is experience that provides the origmal 
data Essences ( content/ theories) are mere formulations which should 
be utilized to disclose experience The perceived expenenced world is 
the foundatlon of all our meanmg structures 

Our hved experiences are accessed by our percepuons of our expenences Our 

percept10n mvolves our beliefs, values, feelmgs, hopes and the personal ways 

m which people regard themselves and each other I am aware that the 

experiences of the paruopants of this study were mediated by their personal 

biographies and their situatedness m ume and m the parucular context 

Research Method 

I have used a phenomenology design, through the phenomenological 

method of m-depth mterviewing to yield the descnpuve data for the study 

Morse ( 1989) states that "The phenomenological method is one of direct 

mqmry m which constant quest10mng provides further msights mto the 

hved expenence" (p 91) Through this study, I have aimed at gammg a deeper 

understanding of the nature and meanmg of the youths' experiences m 

havmg their views heard by adults Morse states further that 

Excellent phenomenology touches us, lt reaches our own souls, beneath 
the part of us that superficially declares, 'that's it'' so important to the 
validation process m grounded theory or ethnosoence The power of 
phenomenology is m the sharmg, not because the expenence is shared, 
but because the glimpses of pam, mdecision, and uncertainty revealed 
by the writer during his or her own exploratlon are impnnted on our 
souls (p 91) 

The experience of youth, from their own perspective, has not often been 

studied, and is rarely addressed m either the hterature or m our country's 

sooal programs designed to serve them Recent Canadian studies mvolvmg 

youth part1c1pants are discussed m Chapters 2 and S Children and youth are 

however, often excluded from partlcipatlng as either producers or subJects of 

knowledge This "lack of v01ce" compels this study m the sense that "research 

must begm to reflect the expenence and concerns of people who have 

traditionally been margmahzed by the research process and by what gets 

counted as knowledge" (Kirby & McKenna, 1989, p 22) Kirby and McKenna 

beheve that people on the margms often know something is wrong, but their 
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concerns are interpreted as a personal problem or falling, rather than as a 

public issue By using a phenomenology design, this study attempts to 

elucidate the nature of the youths' experiences in being heard, from the 

youths' own life experiences Phenomenology offers a means by which the 

hved experiences of youth regarding the phenomenon of being heard, can be 

studied and understood This study wtll strive to give a v01ce to youth Kirby 

and McKenna (1989) make the point that 

If you can mcrease the understanding of an issue or a circumstance, 
illuminate one experience, portray one person's story m a new hght, 
you wtll have helped others to understand the sonal world a httle better 
This 1s what research 1s all about (p 96) 

In order to pursue human science research, Van Manen (1990) suggests 

that phenomenological research may be seen as a dynarmc interplay among 

six research activlties 

1 turmng to a phenomenon which senously interests us and commits us 
to the world, 

2 mvestigating experience as we live It rather than as we conceptualize 
It, 

3 reflecting on the essential themes which charactenze the 
phenomenon, 

4 descnbmg the phenomenon through the art of wnting and rewnting, 
S mamtaming a strong and onented pedagogical relanon to the 

phenomenon, 
6 balancing the research context by considenng parts and whole (p 30) 

In attending to the first acnvitity, I have made explicit my behefs, values and 

assumptions regarding being heard Osborne ( 1990) believes that bracketing 

is a necessary step m recogmzmg the unavoidable presence of the researcher 

in the formulanon of the quesnon, the deterrmnat10n of the data, and their 

collecnon and mterpretanon Rather than attempting to eradicate the 

mfluence of the researcher, Osborne believes that the researcher must 

attempt to arnculate his or her presuppositions and biases through a process 

of rigorous self-relfecnon Thus the reader of the research will be able to take 

the researcher's perspecnve into account Van Manen (1990) believes that the 

denial of our pre-supposinons nnght lead to unconsnous biases which 

ultimately V\;'lll mfluence our reflecnons Van Manen states that we must make 

our own beliefs and biases exphnt to use the knowledge against Itself and to 

expose gaps in this knowledge The dialogue between our pre-supposrnons and 
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the data from the paruopants opens up the possibility for new meanmgs to be 

co-created Van Manen ( 1990) states that 

If we simply try to forget or ignore what we already "know," we may 
fmd that the presuppositions persistently creep back mto our 
reflections It is better to make explicit our understandings, beliefs, 
biases, assumptions, presuppositions, and theones We try to come to 
terms with our assumptions, not m order to forget them agam, but 
rather to hold them deliberately at bay and even to turn this knowledge 
agamst itself, as it were, thereby exposmg its shallow or concealmg 
character (p 47) 

I consciously assurulated my knowledge and the rnearung of the partiopants so 

that we could open up the possibility for new meanmg to be co-created I was 

aware of my beliefs and pre-suppositions about not bemg heard and began 

this study with a belief that children are often not heard I did not have many 

pre-suppos1t10ns about the nature of bemg heard other than a belief that 

respect for another human bemg is a component of heanng someone In an 

effort to better understand what the particiants were tellmg me about their 

expenences of bemg heard, I asked probmg questions This m turn generated 

deeper levels of thought for both researcher and participants We ended with 

new msight mto the participants' expenences of bemg heard that would not 

have been anticipated by either participants or researcher 

I did a literature review on the theory and research available on 

children's nght to be heard and their expenences m bemg heard by adults 

This review helped me to become more fully aware of my pre-suppositions I 

made exphot my assumptions about children and youth bemg heard by adults 

based on my years as a sooal work practitioner These mclude 

1 The opportumty for children and youth to be heard m a meanmgful 

way by adults, by our politicians, and by our policy makers is very lrmited, 

2 Children and youth are not typically regarded by adults as competent 

bemgs and hence the strength of the child or youth's opmion is sigruficantly 

weakened, 

3 Children and youth are vulnerable members of a mmonty group Many 

of their nghts as outlmed m the U N Convention on the Rights of the Child are 

not legally enforceable 

4 Many adults believe that they are m a better position than children or 

youth to know what is best for them 

S Many of the bureaucracies and structures of our country, for example, 

schools and chtld welfare agencies, and the adults workmg within them, do not 
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empower chtldren or provide them with many opportunities to develop 

mdependence sktlls I thmk there 1s a tendency, even on the part of well­

meanmg, canng adults, to hold onto their power rather than use 1t to 

strengthen and support the empowerment of children and youth 

The literature review served to make me more aware of my own 

meanmgs, biases and presuppositions As I read through a variety of 

hterature, I found myself noddmg my head m agreement with much of what I 

was readmg regardmg the d1fficult1es children and youth face m exercismg 

their nghts My biases became more explicit and obvious to me because I was 

readmg 1t m pnnt It gave me an opportumty to think about what exactly my 

position was regardmg chtldren's nghts I was thus able to be more careful to 

av01d rmposmg these biases onto the part1npants of this study The quesuon 

that gmded my research allowed me to set aside my biases that chtldren are not 

often heard by adults, and to explore the part1c1pants' expenences of bemg 

heard, a phenomenon that I knew very httle about 

Selecuon of Parucmants 

The selecuon of a sample has a dramatic mfluence on the quahty of the 

research The goal of phenomenology 1s to understand everyday expenences 

and 1t 1s therefore rmportant to have part1c1pants who have expenence with 

the phenomenon bemg studied The partlnpants must be knowledgeable about 

the phenomenon and be able to reflect and provide detatled expenentlal 

mformation about the phenomenon bemg studied As Cohen (1987) stated, "the 

concern 1s with md1v1duals and their views Informants, not theones, are 

consulted and trusted'' (p 31) The participants must be willmg to share their 

expenences with the researcher and to cnucally reflect on their expenences 

and their response to It The participants and researcher engage m a deep and 

meaningful conversauon with each other and thus the researcher penetrates 

the deeper layers of the participant's hved expenence 

I chose three part1c1pants for this study who had all expenenced bemg 

heard by adults while they were m care and who were all capable and willmg 

to reflect on the expenence of bemg heard and to discuss them with me This 

1s not to say that the youth only had expenences of bemg heard or that, as a 

result of this, their expenences m care were all positive Qmte the contrary, 

the youth had many expenences of not bemg heard by adults, and at least one 

youth had very bad expenences of bemg m care However, the purpose of my 

research was to examme their expenences of bemg heard, which they all had 
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The three youth are now young adults aged 19 to 20 years and were all 

formerly m the care of the Supenntendent of Fanuly and Cluldren's Services 

m B C I chose to mterview former youth rn care because of the problems m 

accessmg youth under 19 years of age who are hvmg m state care There is a 

lot of bureaucratic 'red-tape' from the Supenntendent's Office regardmg 

havmg access to chlldren m state care The Supermtendent is the official 

guardian of cluldren m state care and is very cautious about allowmg anyone 

to mterview these chtldren and youth, for reasons of confidentiality, etc 

I located these former youth-m-care by contacting a former youth-m­

care known to me who had mdicated that she would h.ke to participate m this 

research proJect She offered to contact other former youth-m-care through 

the Youth-m-Care Network, a network where youth-m-care have mformal 

contacts with one another There is no formal organization of youth-m-care 

at present, where former youth m care can be contacted Erruly was unable to 

participate m tlus study due to health problems, but contacted a fnend of hers 

named John, about my proJect John mdicated to her that he would be willmg 

to talk to me I telephoned lum and we arranged to meet to discuss the study 

John asked me a number of questions about the study and my mterest m domg 

it John telephoned me later that evenmg to confirm that he would like to 

participate m the study We had our first mterview at the begmmng of 

February and the second one a week later 

Dunng my mltlal meeting with John to discuss the research, a fnend of 

his happened to walk by the restaurant where we were havmg coffee, and 

John called him m Gordon asked about my research and then enthusiastically 

asked if he could participate I contacted my research comrruttee about Gordon, 

who was a former youth-m-care ma Jurisdiction outside of BC The Comrruttee 

believed that Gordon should not be considered as a participant of this study 

because he had been m care ma Junsdiction outside BC However, at the 

Comrruttee's suggestion, I met with Gordon mformally and asked for lus ideas 

on the phenomenon of bemg heard I did not tape record the meeting because 

I did not mtend to use Gordon's story m my research I was merely attempting 

to onent myself to the issues that he saw as relevant and important m his 

expenence of bemg heard by adults whtle m care I was also very open with 

him about what my research was about I made a few notes durmg my meeting 

with him 
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In response to my ask.mg John if he knew of anyone else who would be 

mterested m part:1c1patmg m my study, I was contacted by Brenda, a fnend of 

John's Brenda said that she was very mterested and would like to meet for 

coffee to discuss lt Dunng our meet:1ng, Brenda said that she would really like 

to partlopate, and we set a tlme for the first interview The first mterview 

took place m early March and the second interview one week later I met with 

Brenda two more tlmes, m Aprtl and m October, to have her validate my 

research fmdings 

Neither John nor Brenda had any ideas about who else nught be willmg 

to partlcipate m my study I consequently contacted a colleague of nune who 

works with former youth m care This colleague said that she knew of 

someone who would probably be very mterested m participating in my study 

She contacted this youth and hem turn telephoned me Steve very 

enthusiastically said he would like to partlopate He said that he didn't need to 

meet with me before the interview began as he had "nothing to hide" I had 

my first mterview with Steve in early Apnl and the second mterview several 

days later 

In an effort to balance the benefits that both researcher and 

parucipants would gam from the research expenence, I paid each parucipant 

$10 per hour for their time They were mformed of this before the research 

began Each partlopant received $40 from me, although Brenda received 

extra because of the third meeung that I had with her I also paid her $10 for 

transportauon costs which the other parucipants didn't require 

The youth who partiopated m the study have had a diversity of 

expenences of being youth-m-care All of the youth were formerly 

permanent wards The parucipants came mto care at different ages and 

developmental stages (ulfancy, early chtldhood, and adolescence) 

All research paruopants were m care for at least a nurumum penod of 

12 months dunng the ages of 14 and 19 years Brenda and John were m care 

from early cluldhood unttl they reached 19 years of age Steve came mto care 

at age 16 and was discharged at age 19 years I believe that adolescents in this 

age group have a heightened awareness of and mterest m parucipatlng m, 

shanng or drrecung the deos10n makmg process with adults m matters of 

concern to them For that reason, I believed the youth in the study were more 

likely to have an interest in reflectmg on the phenomena I wanted to study 
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People must feel comfortable when they are talkmg about issues that 

are personal and important to them This study was conducted in a place 

agreed upon by each partlnpant and the researcher John was interviewed m 

an office downtown, near his home and worksite Brenda was interviewed at 

my office, which 1s near a bus route to her home Steve was interviewed in his 

own home Gordon and I met to discuss the research at a park near his home 

Ethical Considerat10ns 

All of the youth in this study have reached the legal age of maJonty 

Every youth I contacted was interested m partlcipaung ill the research study 

I met individually with each of the three youth to explam the research 

proJect, the purpose of the study, and to give them assurances of pnvacy and 

confidentiality I explamed the methods I was usmg in gathering the 

information, the way m which I would be analysing the data, and the way that 

the mformation would be venfi.ed I did not at that time discuss or explain 

Artlcle 12 of the UN Convenuon on the Rights of the Chtld I talked ill 

general terms about my mterest m learnillg about the nature of their 

expenences m bemg heard by adults whtle they V\iere m care The purpose of 

this imtlal meeung with the youth (ind1v1dually) was to ensure that they were 

makmg an mformed dens1on when they consented to paruc1pate further m 

the study I reassured the youth that they could refuse to partlnpate at any 

time dunng the process of the study The parucipants were all mformed that 

there would be two or more interviews Wntten consent forms were signed 

before the research began 

The youth's idenuties have been kept confidential and were not used in 

the study Their names are ficuuous The youth were told that I would be 

gathermg data through in-depth interviewing and analyzing the data by 

coding spenflc words, themes and concepts that emerge dunng the analysis 

phase of the study The youth were all asked at the begmmng of the study if 

they would be willillg to cntlque and modify my analysis They were offered 

the opporturuty to read it and to provide feedback by means of a follow-up 

mterview They were informed that all of their questions about the study 

would be addressed and the findings made avatlable to them A copy of the 

letter of consent 1s found in Appendix A The youth remained anonymous at 

all times durillg the study, with the excepuon of John and Brenda who knew 

about each other, and my colleague and Steve who knew about each other 
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At the end of the second mterv1ew, I explamed the UN Convention on 

the Rights of the Child m general to each paruopant, and Article 12 m 

particular so that the partlnpants all understood my frame of reference ill 

conducting tlus study The participants were very mterested m heanng about 

the U N Convention None of them were familiar with n, although they knew 

1t existed and they knew they had nghts 

Data Collection 

The data for the study were collected through two m-depth mterv1ews 

with each of the participants The mterv1ews were conducted by me, a sonal 

work practitioner with a particular mterest m chtldren and youth In order to 

understand the expenence of youth m havillg their views heard, I beheve 

that m-depth, m-person mterv1ews were essential The mterv1ews were 

conversational m nature rather than a quest10n and answer format The 

questions I asked were open-ended and designed to allow msights for both the 

researcher and partiopants to occur I Jmned my partiopants m 

conversation None of the youth knew me and there needed to be a rapport 

estabhshed between partiopants and researcher m order to maxirmze the 

amount of data obtamed 

I conducted the ill-depth mterv1ews over a three month penod Durillg 

the course of the m-depth mterviews with the second partiopant m this 

study, I began to hear famihar and simllar expenences expressed by the 

previous partiopant I mterviewed one more partiopant to be sure that no 

new mformation was forthcormng and that repetiuve and familiar themes 

continued to emerge The data generated from the mterv1ews was aud1otaped 

by a cassette recorder I made some notes dunng the illterview, on pomts that 

I wanted to follow up on with the participant, later ill the mterview 

The data collection took place dunng the months of February, March 

and Apnl, 1994 at a ume and place that was mutually converuent to the 

paruopants and myself as the researcher 

The data from the tapes was transcnbed and recorded on to floppy discs 

and on to the hard dnve of my computer 

Interview Questions 

Based on my review of the hterature, I developed thirteen prompting 

questions from concepts and themes that emerged from the literature review 

Although I made an effort to cover all of the followmg questions, my focus was 

on probmg the responses of the participants to the questions This meant that 
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some questions were covered without my havmg to ask them The order m 

which the questions were asked was determined by each participant's 

response to the first question The questions are as follows 

I would like to talk to you about "bemg heard" by adults, whtle you were m 

care 

1 What does "bemg heard" mean to you7 Is It rmportant to you7 Can you 

tell me why? Conversely, can you tell me why not7 

2 Can you tell me about some of your expenences m bemg heard by 

adults, while m care? 

3 Can you tell me about some times when you felt heard (e g who, when, 

where, why etc )7 In what ways were you heard? 

4 Conversely, can you tell me about some times when were you not heard 

by adults? 

S Was your opimon considered when decisions were bemg made about 

you7 How do you know7 

What were the circumstances? 

6 Did you feel free to express your views to adults when matters important 

to you were bemg considered? Can you tell me about it7 

7 Do you think that your views earned weight when matters rmportant to 

you were bemg considered? Can you tell me about It7 

8 Conversely, do you think that your views did not carry weight when 

matters rmportant to you were bemg considered? Can you tell me about it7 

9 Was your age a factor m bemg heard by adults and your views given 

weight, when matters of rmportance to you were discussed? 

10 What was It like to be a chtld/ youth m care? 

11 What happened when decisions about you were made (hke placement)? 

12 What happened when you did not like a decision that was made about 

you7 

13 If you were traimng adults on how to commumcate successfully and 

effectively with chtldren and youth, what would you be teaching them? 

Data Analysis 

After I had transcnbed verbatim the conversations that I had with each 

participant, I began the process of thematic analysis In order to gain an 

overall impression of the conversations as a context, I listened to the 

aud10tapes several times and reread all of the verbatim transcnpts a mmrmum 

39 



of 8 tllnes Repeatedly listemng to the tapes, word for word, was important m 

helpmg me capture the conversation between myself as researcher and each 

of the partlnpants, as accurately as possible It also was helpful m remmdmg 

me of of the manner m which the partlC1pant was non-verbally expressmg 

opimons, by hstemng to the voice mtonatlon and to verbal expressions of 

emotlon I noted the partiC1pant's body language and facial expressions 

throughout the transcription where I thought the bodily reactlon was 

sigmficant These observations were enclosed m brackets m the transcnpts 

Durmg the transcriptlon, I left a wide margm on the right hand side of the 

page for the purpose of notlng the umts of general meanmg 

The next step m the analysis of the data mvolved delmeatlng the umts 

of general meanmg (Hycner, 1985) I did not at this tlme consider how the 

umts of general meamng addressed the research questlon Rather, I tried to 

get to the core of the meanmg as expressed by the participants I did this by 

staymg close to the literal data I then began the process of readmg each 

word, phrase, sentence and paragraph m order to get to the essence of what 

the participants were telling me I made note of these umts of general 

meanmg, which were mostly the hteral words of the participants, m the right 

hand margm of the transcnpt The result was a delmeation of umts of general 

meanmg which Hycner (1985) describes as "those words, phrases, non-verbal 

or para-lmgmstic commumcations which express a umque and coherent 

meanmg" (p 283) I wrote out the umts of general meanmg on the nght hand 

side of each of the six transcripts and remamed true to the hteral words of the 

partlcipants Hycner ( 1985) suggests that even the redundant general 

meanmgs be mcluded, which I did 

The next step m the analysis was the dehneatlon of the umts of 

meanmg relevant to the research questlon Once I had noted all the umts of 

general meanmg, I reread the umts, askmg myself the quesuon, "is this an 

essentlal constltuent of the experience of bemg heard as experienced by the 

participant?" This was done m order to determme the umts of relevant 

meamng which are what the participant has said that relates to and 

illummates my research questlon Some of the umts of meanmg were either 

ambiguous or I was Just unsure about whether it was relevant to the research 

questlon In these situatlons, I included them as umts of relevant meamng I 

highlighted all umts of relevant meamng with a felt pen as a way of 

differentlatlng them from the umts of general meanmg A graduate student 
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colleague of mme read through all the transcnpts and the umts of general 

meanmg m one transcnpt, and told me that she was m agreement with my 

fmdmgs Tlus venficauon was helpful to me m deternumng that I was "on the 

nght track" Those umts of general meanmg that have not been selected as 

uruts of relevant mearung were assessed by me as bemg non-essentlal to the 

structure of the expenence of bemg heard 

I read over the hst of uruts of relevant mearung to ehmmate 

redundancies, which are phrases redundant to the others previously listed I 

noted those phrases that appeared a number of times smce the redundancy 

nught have been sigmficant m understandmg the importance of the issue to 

the parucipant 

Once I had listed the non-redundant units of relevant mearung, I then 

began clustenng uruts of relevant meanmg I first identlfied words or 

phrases which appeared to exemplify the expenence of bemg heard for the 

participants Thls was a ngorous process of exanunmg each mdividual urut of 

relevant mearung The aim was to elicit the essential element of that urut of 

mearung, given the research question Hycner (1985) states that "such an 

essence emerges through ngorously exammmg each mdividual urut of 

relevant mearung and trymg to ehcit what is the essence of that urut of 

mearung given the context" (p 287) 

I then gave the uruts of relevant meanmg a prehnunary title and 

looked over the hsts of words and phrases and Judged which words or phrases 

naturaly clustered together I went over each of the clusters of meanmg to 

deode which ones could agam be collapsed mto a general theme These 

common themes were exanuned to see whlch central themes emerged At thls 

stage of the analysis, the important task was to search for central themes that 

expressed the essence of these clusters I gave these central themes 

prehnunary tltles Dunng the process of clustenng the themes mto general 

themes, I was careful to not lose sight of the mdividual differences withm the 

themes, by constantly refernng back to the clusters of meanmg and the 

general themes 

The fmal stage m the data analysis process was the contextualization of 

the themes by placmg the general themes back mto the context of the 

expenence of bemg heard The entire process of data collection and analysis 

took 9 months I received support and valldauon at three stages m the analysis 

process from Dr E Lmdsey, a researcher from the Umversity of Victona 
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School of Nursillg, who is expenenced m phenomenological methodology Ray 

( 1990) states that 

Thus phenomenological theory 1s an mtegrauon of the participants' 
descnpuon of their expenence, the researcher's descnpuon and 
mterpretat10n of the data, the researcher's mtultive grasp of the whole 
of the expenence (the umty of meamng), the researcher's use of 
cumulative knowledge (hterature of the phenomenon under 
mvesugauon, and the researcher's creativity m organization and 
exphcauon of the phenomenon as theory (p 178) 

Although It may appear that the data analysis process 1s lmear and 

sequential, 1t ism fact not at all thls way The steps suggested by Hycner and 

Van Manen provided me with direction but the actual process of analysis was 

much more mtumve than the steps make it appear I spent countless hours 

readmg the transcnpts and my notes ill order to fully rmmerse myself m each 

partiopant's expenence Van Manen (1990) states that 

Phenomenological themes may be understood as the structure of 
expenence So when we analyze a phenomenon, we are trymg to 
determme what the themes are, the expenential structures that make 
up that expenence It would be simphstic, however, to thmk of themes 
as conceptual formulations or categoncal statements After all, It is 
hved expenence that we are attempting to descnbe, and hved 
expenence cannot be captured m conceptual abstractions (p 79) 

I moved mto the data, took lt apart to extrapolate order and mearung and thus 

partiopated m the data and tned to grasp its wholeness Leonard ( 1989) states 

that 
Through systematic analysis of the whole, we gam new perspectives 
and depth of understandmg We use this understandmg to examme the 
parts of the whole, and then we reexamme the whole m hght of the 
msight we have gamed from the parts The illterpretive process follows 
thls part-whole strategy until the researcher 1s satisfied with the depth 
of his or her understandmg Thus the mterpretive process has no clear 
termmation (p 51) 

I am satisfied that I have taken this process to the pomt of an adequate 

understandmg of the phenomena bemg studied 

Rigor 

Phenomenological research strives to elucidate the meanmg and 

understandmg of human existence from an illdiv1dual's pomt of view It 

focuses on meanmg rather than facts (Osborne, 1990) Phenomenology 1s only 

one type of research method used m qualitative mqmres One of the cnuosms 

of qual1tat1ve research 1s that these vanous methods fall to make exphc1t the 

rules for achlevmg ngor ill the research (Sandelowskl, 1986) Guba and 

Lmcoln (1981) discuss four factors relaung to the tests of ngor m 
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conventional scientific research which Sandelowskl ( 1986) believes provides a 

useful framework for assessmg ngor m qualitative research The four factors 

are (1) truth value, (2) applicability, (3) consistency and (4) neutrality I 

have used this framework m considenng the ngor of this study 

1 Truth Value 

Truth value is a measurement tool used typically m quantitative 

research to assess whether what is bemg studied is as it is defmed m the study 

It looks at the closeness between the test results with other tests measurmg the 

same phenomenon and measures congruence between the test results and 

theoretical explanations of the phenomenon In qualitative research, truth 

value is much harder to define Sandelowskl ( 1986) states that 

The truth value of a qualitative mvestigation generally resides m the 
discovery of human phenomena or expenences as they are lived and 
perceived by subJects, rather than m the venf1cation of a pnon 
conceptions of those expenences Sigmficantly, truth is subJect­
onented rather than researcher-defmed (p 30) 

Guba and Llmcoln ( 1981) suggest that credibility be the cntenon agamst 

which the truth value of qualitative research be evaluated They suggest that 

a qualitative research study would be credible when 1t presents an elucidation 

of a human expenence that would be lffiffied1ately recogmzable to other people 

who have had that expenence Secondly, a study 1s considered credible when 

other researchers or readers can recogmze the expenence when confronted 

with lt, even though they have only read about 1t m the study Fmally, for a 

study to be credible, researchers should descnbe and mterpret their own 

expenences and behaviours with the research participants In this way, the 

threat of becommg enmeshed with the participants can be avmded by 

deliberately focusmg on how the the researcher mfluenced and was 

mfluenced by the particiants 

I attended to these three cntena for truth value as outlmed by Guba and 

Lmcoln ( 1981) and Sandelowskl ( 1986) by 

1 Meetlng with two of the participants to present and discuss my 

prelimmary mterpretations of the tape recorded, transcnbed and analyzed 

conversations Both participants confirmed my m1t1al mterpretat1on and 

clarified what was for each of them, the most important aspect of the 

expenence of bemg heard When I had completed the analysis part of the 

study six months later, I met with the only available partinpant to present and 
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discuss my fmdmgs, to ensure that there had been a faithful mterpretation of 

her expenence m bemg heard 

2 Recogmt10n of the expenence by other readers and researchers was 

attended to by providmg the results of this study to my research committee as 

well as to several social work colleagues who are presently practiuoners m the 

field All readers confirmed to me that the expenences were clearly 

understandable and recogmzable 

3 I attended to the tlurd cntenon, that of descnbmg and mterpretmg my 

own expenences and behaviours as I worked with my research parucipants by 

discussmg the expenence with other sooal work practiuoners as I collected, 

analyzed and wrote up the results of the study I spent considerable ume 

reflectmg on the process after each mterview with the paruopants For 

example, two of the parucipants had particularly ternble expenences of 

trauma and betrayal by adults sigmficant to them and they both had a need to 

talk about it While thelf expenences of not bemg heard by adults contributed 

to my understandmg of therr expenences of bemg heard, I found that I needed 

to refocus my thoughts penodically and return to a discussion of the 

phenomenon I wanted to study My biases around the importance of bemg 

heard and my presuppos1t10n that children and youth are mfrequently heard 

created a situation where I felt uncomfortable with the redlfecung that I felt I 

needed to do I was m effect, trymg to mamtam a balance between letting the 

partiopants talk freely and trymg to remam focused on the phenomenon I 

wanted to explore I discussed my percepuons of the mterview process with 

my husband, who is a sooal worker with many years of expenence I 

discussed strategies for dealmg appropnately with the different agendas of 

the partlcipants and myself, with my research coffiffilttee and my husband I 

noted the different dynamics between each partlcipant and myself and I 

thought about how I had mfluenced the difference 

2 Apphcab1hty or Fittingness 

Although external validity is an issue of ngor m quantitauve research, 

there are fewer threats to external validity m qualitative research because 

phenomenology is the study of a phenomenon m its natural context with few 

controllmg condltlons (Sandelowskl, 1986) Sandelowski makes the pomt that 

generalizability is itself somethmg of an illus10n smce every research 
situation is ultimately about a part1Cular researcher m mteraction with 
a particular subJect m a particular context From the qualitative 
perspective, generalizability is based on the reif1Cation of a context-
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free structure that does not exist and the assumptJ.on that the multJ.ple 
realities m any given situat10n can be controlled to illummate the 
effects of a few variables (p 31) 

The sample size of this study is three partJ.cipants Sandelowskl (1986) states 

that "sample sizes m quahtatJ.ve research are typically small because of the 

large volume of verbal data that must be analyzed m addltJ.on, samplmg is 

often theoretJ.cal rather than statJ.stJ.cal" (p 31) For this reason I chose three 

youth who mdicated they had expenences m bemg heard, and could 

illummate the phenomenon bemg studied 

Sandelowskl ( 1986) suggests that representatJ.veness m qualitative 

research refers more to the data than to the participants The researcher must 

estabhsh the typicality or atypicality of observed events, behav10urs or 

responses m the hves of the participants The problem of "hohstic fallacy" 

which makes data look more patterned or congruent is a threat to ngor I 

beheve that this study meets the cntenon of fittlngness as outhned by Guba 

and Lmcoln (1981) because the fmdmgs can flt mto contPxts outside of the 

study situatJ.on Readers of the fmdmgs have told me that It is meanmgful and 

applicable m terms of their own expenences of bemg heard The fmdmgs of 

this study are, I believe, well-grounded m the hfe expenences of the 

partlcipants and reflect both the typical and atyp1Cal elements of those 

experiences 

3 Consistency rehabillty versus auditabihty 

Rehabihty m qualitatlve research is not a valid cntenon of ngor 

because qualitatJ.ve research emphasizes the uniqueness of human s1tuatlons 

rather than the rephcabihty of them Sandelowskl ( 1986) suggests that 

audltabihty be the cntenon of ngor m qualitative research A study and Its 

fmdmgs would be auditable when another researcher is able to clearly follow 

the decision trail used by the researcher m the study Another researcher 

should be able to arnve at simtlar or comparable conclus10ns rather than 

contradictory conclus10ns, given the researcher's data, perspective and 

s1tuat10n 

In order to provide evidence of the test for ngor m achievmg 

auditabtlity m this study, I have followed steps suggested by Sandelowski 

(1986) 

1 I provided mformation about how I became mterested m studymg the 

expenence of youth m bemg heard by adults 
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2 I have made my presuppositions and biases explicit and I have reviewed 

existmg theory and research m the area of children's nghts and expenences 

m bemg heard 

3 I have provided the purpose of the study 

4 I have descnbed the participants and included the cntenon for their 

mclusion m the study 

5 The mfluence that the researcher and partiopants had on each other 

has been explored m Chapter 4 of this study 

6 I have provided evidence about how the data were collected, the length 

of time mvolved m data collecuon, and a descnption of the settmgs where the 

data were collected 

7 I have explamed the way m which I analyzed the data 

4 Neutrahty ob1ect1.vity versus confirmabihty 

Sandelowskl suggests that confirmabillty m qual1tat1ve research is an 

important test of ngor "Confrrmabtlity is achieved when auditabihty, truth 

value, and apphcab1llty are estabhshed" (p 33) There are several strategies 

for ensurmg that truth value and applicability are acrueved m a quahtative 

study These strategies mclude 1) checking for the representativeness of the 

data as a whole and the use of codmg categones and examples to reduce and 

present the data, 2) tnangulatmg across data sources and collection 

procedures to establlsh congruence, 3) ensunng that the descnptions and 

explanations of the data contam the typical and atypical aspects of the data, 4) 

attempting to disprove conclus10ns drawn about the data, and 5) getting 

vahdation from the subJects themselves In order to ensure that the truth 

value and appllcabillty are achieved m this study, I have 1) reviewed the 

hterature to check for the representativeness of the data as a whole, 2) had a 

research colleague of mme read my transcnpts, make notes on her 

rmpressions of the data, read my urnts of general meanmg, and my urnt of 

mearnng relevant to the research quesuon I have also discussed my fmdmgs 

with her, all for the purpose of venfymg that she can clearly followmg my 

decision tratl and that her fmdmgs would be compauble with my own, 3) met 

with a youth who did not participate m the study but who met the cntena for 

my study (except that he had been m care ma Junsdiction outside of BC), to 

discuss his ideas around bemg heard, and 4) met with two of the research 

participants to venfy my fmdmgs One of the partiopants had some ideas 

around drawmg themes from the clusters of relevant meanmg denved from 
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the transcnpts of my mterviews with her, which I noted I have ensured that 

the descnpuons and explanauons of the data contam the typical and atypical 

aspects of the data 

Summary 

I have used a phenomenological research method to study the quesuon 

What is the expenence of youth m havmg their views heard by adults whtle 

m care? I have addressed the philosophical considerauons which provided 

the rauonale for this ch01ce of research method I have outhned the steps for 

the collecuon and analysis of the data In add1t10n, I have outlmed the ethical 

considerauons and addressed the issue of brackeung The ngor of this study 

has been carefully attended to 

Chapter 4 

Presentat10n of Fmdmgs 

The purpose of this research was to explore and descnbe the 

expenences of former youth-m-care m bemg heard by adults, while they 

were m the care of the Supenntendent of Farmly and Chtld Services m Bnush 

Columbia The research quesuon that gmded my study was What is the 

expenence of youth m havmg their views heard by adults while m care? This 

chapter has been divided mto 4 secuons to present the fmdmgs (a) 

mtroducuon of the parucipants of the study, (b) descnpuon of the expenence 

of bemg heard divided mto S essenual themes, (c) descnpuon of the 

expenences of the paruopants m taking part m this research proJect, and ( d) 

descnpt10n of my expenence as a researcher m conducung this study 

Wherever possible the participants' v01ces have been presented m their own 

words to provide an animated and descnpuve account of their expenences so 

that the phenomenon of bemg heard speaks for itself 

All mformat1on about the participants has been provided by the 

partlopants themselves The names of the participants are flcuuous to ensure 

confiden tiah ty 

All of the partlnpants m the study were permanent wards A 

permanent ward m Bntish Columbia is someone who 1s under 19 years of age 

whose care, custody and guardianship is provided by the Supenntendent of 

Farmly and Chtld Services Chtldren are typically made permanent wards 

when there 1s no hope of the child bemg able to return home to hve with their 
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parents The legal nght of guardianship and custody of the child is removed 

from the parents and assumed by the Supenntendent of Family and Child 

Services For all mtents and purposes, the parent of chtldren with permanent 

wardship status is the Supenntendent, who delegates her authonty to distnct 

office sooal workers 

The Partiopants 

John 

John 1s a 19 year old First Nations youth He was m care as a permanent 

ward from the age of 2-1 / 2 years unttl his 19th birthday several months ago 

He lived m 7 different foster homes between the ages of 2 and 9 years John 

moved to his eighth foster home at 9 years of age and left that home at age 17 

years John was very unhappy m the latter foster home where he had a 

part1eularly negative relationship with his foster mother John's face looked 

pamed and angry ""henever he talked about her John has virtually no 

memory of the seven previous homes He did mention that he lived with two 

sisters at one time and that at the age of 6 or 7, they all went to speak to a sooal 

worker because they wanted to be moved He told me though, that he could not 

remember earlier foster homes because 1t was too long ago 

John's mnth and fmal placement m care, where he lived from age 17 to 

19 years, was m a foster home where the focus was on helpmg hrm to develop 

and enhance his mdependence skills John's foster father was a young smgle 

adult male John spoke very positively of this expenence and believes that he 

really benefited from It Although he had enormous respect for his foster 

father, he told me that trus person has faded from his life and he no longer has 

contact with him 

John contacted me m Apnl to say that he was leavmg town for 6 months 

and to say good-bye He had deoded to return to his birthplace to reconnect 

with his Band He was planmng to spend trme with his grandfather, learmng 

the ways of his people and becommg reconnected to his abongmal ancestry 

John was both nervous and excited when he spoke to me about this adventure 

He was movmg to a very remote part of the provmce where there would be no 

telephones or modern convemences I haven't seen or heard from John smce 

and can only hope that he is fulfillmg his goals John was unavatlable to 

validate my fmdmgs, for these reasons 
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Brenda 

Brenda is a 19 year old youth who was in care as a permanent ward from 

age 7 to 19 years She was discharged from care at 19 years, although she 

continues to live in her foster home Brenda spent her entire time m care in 

this one home She speaks very fondly and very positively of her foster 

parents She has felt very loved and very nurtured m this home although 

Brenda has talked of recent conflict with her foster parents around 

mdependence issues, curfews etc She told me that she does not feel treated as 

an adult by her foster parents but also expressed fear at movmg out on her 

own as she would feel too vulnerable 

Brenda described her childhood from birth to age 7 in considerable 

detail She has very vivid memones and rmpressions from a very young age 

Her birth home life was descnbed to me as extremely negative She talked 

about living in constant terror of her father, of daily beatings and other forms 

of abuse Brenda's mother was not able or Wlllmg to protect her two daughters 

and Brenda descnbes an early childhood charactenzed by fear of, and betrayal 

by, her birth parents Brenda remembers being taken mto care as an act of 

rescue She thinks that her teacher at school figured out what was gomg on at 

home and was able to get the wheels m motion and the proper authonties 

mvolved to help Brenda Brenda was taken mto care along with her sister, and 

both girls have lived together m the same foster home smce that time Brenda 

has talked of many profess10nals who helped and protected her from her birth 

parents Brenda remembers spendmg one year m a psychiatric treatment 

facility Just pnor to commg mto care She descnbes her tnne m the facility as 

a terrible expenence where fear of staff and feelmgs of abandonment by her 

parents were paramount Brenda also remembers the details of the court battle 

between her parents and the Supenntendent of Family & Child Services She 

descnbes feeling ternfied that she would have to testlfy agamst her parents 

but believes adult helpers were successful m their attempt to keep her "off the 

stand" 

Brenda has fmished high school and is pursuing a career in modehng 

She met with me m late April and agam in October, to vahdate the fmdmgs 

Steve 

Steve is a 20 year old youth who was m care as a permanent ward from 

age 16 to 19 years Steve was brought mto care followmg the death of his 

mother, who died when he was 15 years old He lived with his father for a year 
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followmg the death but ms dad was not able to cope with the responsibilities of 

parentmg 3 teenagers and the fanuly fell apart Steve came mto care with his 

younger brother, although they never m fact hved m the same group home 

Steve has descnbed the court process as bemg particularly fnghtenmg 

and mcomprehensible to hun Both he and ms brother felt "cut loose" at trus 

time because they felt abandoned by their parents and ternfied of the 

unknown of bemg m care 

Steve descnbed his chlldhood as "typ1Cal" and "OK" He beheves 

however, that commumcat10n between farmly members was very poor He told 

me that he thmks he may have ended up m care even if he hadn't lost a 

parent, because of the poor commumcation m his home 

Steve believes his hfe, which he descnbed as qmte negative after his 

mother died, was turned around by bemg m care His expenences were 

virtually all posrnve and he beheves that the adults he met whtle m care have 

had a very benef1Cial mfluence on his life Steve hved m a total of two group 

homes with the same set of group home parents The second group home 

emphasized mdependence sklll-bmldmg Steve's fmal placement m care was 

similar to John's He and another youth hved with their group home parent m 

a roommate type situation 

Steve has been out of care for about 1 year now He has spent a lot of 

ume reconnecung with his father He believes his closest and dearest fnend 

is the group home parent whom he lived with for 3 years Steve mamtams 

regular contact with rum and spoke of feehng grateful for the opportumty to 

meet this person 

Steve flmshed high school and subsequently went to college He has 

recently graduated and planned to move to another city JUSt two days after our 

meeting to valldate the fmdmgs 

Summary 

In spite of the different personallties of the research partiCipants and 

their very different expenences m bemg m the care of the child welfare 

system, the participants' expenences m bemg heard by adults had much m 

common I have mcluded many verbaum quotes from each of the parucipants 

so that therr expenences of bemg heard can be given a direct vmce 
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Expenence of Bemg Heard The Themes 

There were many common elements among the three participants m 

their expenences of bemg heard notwithstandmg the fact that the 3 youth 

had very dlfferent expenences m care Five themes emerged from the data 

whICh seemed to capture their common expenences These themes are 

1 Canng commitment 

2 Feelmg safe, protected and not Judged 

3 Help m gettmg what I need 

4 Help m dealmg with my problems 

5 Intmtive knowing 

Carmg comnntment 

An mtegral part of the participants' expenence of bemg heard by 

adults was the carmg commitment they felt from the adults This caring 

commitment was not necessanly a result of a long term relationship with the 

adults In fact, more often than not, the participants' sense of a caring 

commitment by adults was from adults whom they had not known for a long 

penod of time None of the participants expenenced the sense of canng 

commitment from their birth parents This carmg commitment was, for the 

participants, exemplified by adults' understandmg of therr situation, and their 

mterest m the youth and their opmions Empathic hstemng, that is, hstemng 

with attentiveness and bemg able to identify with the thoughts and feelmgs of 

the youth, and respect for what the youth had to say was also an essential part 

of the carmg commitment The participants felt that adults who were willmg 

to "go the extra" mile for them, that is, adults who were doggedly determined to 

help the youth beyond what could normally be expected, was evidence of a 

carmg comm1tment For example, havmg the sense that adults were helpmg 

beyond what could be expected of them by virtue of their role or relationship 

made the participants feel that the carmg commitment was there All the 

participants talked about the fun that they had had with '\lanous adults and the 

encouragement they received from them as bemg an mtegral part of the 

carmg coffiffiltment to them 

For Brenda, the theme carmg commitment was best exemphfied by the 

carmg and the understandmg she felt from her foster parents Brenda was 7 

years old when she was placed m this foster home, where she remams today, 
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and she recalls rmmediately sensrng their understandmg of her and her 

situation Her foster parents had both been m care as cluldren and Brenda 

really sensed that they knew what she was about Brenda's foster parents took 

the ume to help her understand her feelings and listened to her with empathy 

and understandlng Brenda described herself as a very troubled youngster 

and felt her foster parents really went the extra rrule m helpmg her overcome 

some of her problems Brenda told me that she doesn't believe any other home 

could have handled her as well as her foster parents dld and that she would 

probably have been moved from home to home if tlus farruly had not taken 

her m She explamed 

Bemg m foster care especially permanent custody that extended 
length of time and receivmg so much love that I've never had 
before, and understandmg and bemg able to talk one on one with 
them it helped me out a lot there was a lot of patience um and a 
lot of understandrng because they've been through quite a bit of 
stuff themselves when they were younger and they sort of knew 
what we were gmng through because they'd been through 1t 
themselves and um so they knew hke what we were up agamst 
and stuff like that and how to, I guess you could say protect us m 
a way but also to help us understand our own feelmgs and where 
exact!) they are corrung from I was really messed up and I guess 
you know, Just through talkmg and stuff like that they would 
pornt out um, hke I have some obsessive habits that I didn't know 
I had 

Brenda received art therapy for several years startmg when she was 

about 6 years of age She was placed ma psycluatric facility because "no one 

could handle me" when she was 6 and began art therapy whtle she was 

mstitutional1zed Brenda felt the therapist's canng commitment to her was 

exemplified by her carrng and her wtllingness to ' go the extra mtle" to get her 

the contlnued help that she needed Witness her account 

I found hke the art therapists took you seriously even though 
you're young, they did hsten You know, it's not the fact that 
they're gettlng paid, but they do listen They Just got a heart for 
it She was one of the best, hke I mean, after I got out of the 
(mstitutlon), I mean that was our cutoff pomt, we could no longer 
commurucate with each other because I went back home And um 
she was persistent, she fought m order to get me back under her 
wing to help me, to help that healmg process She came right to 
the house, she had like a confrontation with my father and 
everythmg else hke that and said, "I'm not flmshed with her yet 
She needs more of this stuff'' And 1t works out um after I got m 
care, we got back together and ( began) art therapy all over 
agam 
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In contrast to Brenda and Steve, John found It easier to talk about lus 

expenences with adults whom he felt, had not heard him at all He was m total 

agreement with Brenda and Steve however, that an mtegral part of his feelmg 

heard by adults was the sense that they cared about him as a human bemg and 

were mterested m who he was and what he had to say John felt tlus sense of 

canng comrmtment from the foster father m lus last home where he lived m 

a roommate situation with the foster parent John felt the man cared about 

him and was mterested m what John thought about tlungs The foster dad was 

respectful m the way he related to John and offered lum a lot of 

encouragement John's relationship with this person was less than 2 years 

long, and John left the home when he was discharged from care at 19 years 

Yet the short tlme John spent with tlus foster dad had an enormously positive 

effect on John and helped to counteract the bad thmgs that happened m lus 

previous foster home of 8 years This foster dad helped John learn to speak up 

He stated that 

Bemg ma roommate situation, we were both equals and um there 
was no longer that barner, "I'm the adult" so for me, that great 
expenence helped me a lot Right now he's, I guess, he was kmd 
of a mentor but now he's kmd of faded mto the background, well 
m my history books, but at the trme, he's somebody that I 
needed He asked me you know 1f I, what I felt about llvmg there 
you know, and 1f I was happy, lf I agreed you know with lus 
grrlfnend movmg m, how I felt about lus dog runnmg around 
muckmg my room, and I kmd of had to think well, what I did and 
didn't like Ah, for me, I was so accustomed to s1tt1ng idly by and 
lettmg people walk all over me so that was a great expenence, 
like we were Just equal Like he was a real optirrust and he says 
you know John, you're a good lookmg guy and you've got all 
these talents, like what, what are you s1ttmg around for7 And 
then he asked me, what, 1s It livmg here, what 1s 1t and you 
know, he encouraged me to go out and be young 

Steve spent 3 years m care, from age 16 to 19 years He, like Brenda and 

John, expenenced a strong sense of carmg commitment from his foster dad, 

with whom he had hved the entire trme he was m care Like Brenda and John, 

canng comrmtment for Steve was exemplified by lus foster dad's 

understandmg of lum and his s1tuat1on, lus mterest m lum, his obvious canng 

of hrm and lus foster dad's ability to listen to him with empathy Steve, like 

Brenda, expenenced his foster dad's "gomg the extra rrule", that 1s, bemg there 

for hrm as an rmportant component of the canng commitment Even after 

Steve had left lus foster home at age 19, Steve's foster dad was there for hrm at 

a cnucal time Steve was able to call up his foster dad dunng a personal cns1s, 
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when the pam and gnef from losmg his mother through death, and bemg 

abandoned by rus father caught up with and overwhelmed hrm Steve's foster 

dad responded unmed1ately, and came over to see Steve at a moment's nouce 

Witness his account 

Then Just one day, I totally broke down and lost lt, I was Just 
s1ttmg m my house I was livmg with my fnend and I Just was 
shakmg uncontrollably and Just lost 1t, and the trung was 1s that, 
like at that trme I was crymg, I was at a total loss, I didn't know 
what I was gomg to do I went to the phone and I called up (foster 
dad) nght away It was the first thlng I did and the thlng was 1s 
that when I called him up, I didn't feel hke embarrassed or 
ashamed of callmg and askmg for his help It's Just that with the 
amount of trmes that I had hved with rum, and all the 
conversat10ns that I had had with him, I had known that 1f I 
needed rum, I could phone and he'd be there And he came nght 
over and we sat and talked for about 6 or 7 hours, Just sat there 
and talked and you know, there was a lot of stuff that I really had 
to get out of my own personal gmlt and whatnot and he Just sat 
there and he hstened to me and he didn't, he didn't you know, 
patroruze me or tell me what to do or be overly sympathetic He 
was empathetic, cause he had lIVed and he knew what lt was about 
and he had met lots of kids, so he knew what I was talking about, 
he'd lived through 1t so 1t was um, lt was really good and from that 
pomt on, I guess that was the biggest tummg pomt, and there, 
there was someone that I'd met m care, they're helpmg me I 
didn't feel at that tlme that I could call my dad My dad was hvmg 
m town, I could have called rum but I know he wouldn't have 
been able to understand 

Steve's relatlonsh1p with rus foster dad continues to be very speoal to 

him and he sensed this man's carmg commitment from the begmmng of their 

relationsrup For Steve, hke Brenda and John, the canng commitment of his 

foster dad v,.as exemphf1ed by his foster dad's respect for hrm, his mterest m 

him, and by the fact that he could have fun with hrm He stated that 

He cared about me a lot and hke we had a lot of ntuals, like it's 
hard to describe how I Just knew hke I have to throw out 
examples It's that hke I was working pat-time and um m the 
morrungs, 1f 1t wasn't, hke someumes I worked like dreadfully 
early, but 1f lt wasn't qmte so early that I was gomg to work, 
(foster dad) and I would go for coffee and a muffm m the 
mornmg and talk about stuff and it's Just hke, we talked a lot and 
the thmg was 1s that, he didn't, like, I guess essentially the 
biggest thmg that I knew that I could tum to rum was the fact 
that he didn't Just hke throw money at me and say hke "get out of 
my face" or like make up dinner and go rude m his room or 
whatever and not talk to us or, or not get mvolved with what we 
were domg llke the thmg 1s that 1s we'd hang out with (foster 
dad) and talk with rum and hke he'd want to do thmgs with us like 
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"let's all go out for dmner, like nght now", like spur of the 
moment llke "you guys here, let's go for runner" , hke that kmd of 
thmg like, "let's do stuff', we'd go out shopping and n was 
lulanous hke, hke Just that kmd of thmg, is that he wanted to 
spend a.me with us legitimately He enJoyed spendmg time with 
young people That's what he really hked and hke that's where I 
felt I could turn to him, not as llke my old foster dad or sometlung 
hke that, but as my fnend , that I knew really cared 

For the partiopants of this study, the caring com1111tment of sigmficant 

adults was an essential component of feelmg heard Tlus carmg commitment 

was expenenced by the participants m much the same way, even though the 

relationships with the canng adults were sometimes fleeting, as with Brenda's 

art therapists and John's foster parent, or long term as with Steve and Brenda's 

foster parent(s) The partinpants all sensed the carmg commitment from 

these sigmficant adults at the begmmng of the relationship, not after a 

certam length of time Not all of the components of carmg commitment could 

be visible m a short time, however, the partinpants were able to determme 

very qmckly that an adult was mterested m them, cared about them, saw them 

as valuable human bemgs, and wanted to hear what they had to say 

For the participants of tlus study, carmg commitment was best 

exemplified by the empathic hstenmg and canng of adults, by the adults 

mterest m them and their opimons, their understandmg of the partinpants' 

situation, and by the sense that they were bemg treated respectfully Steve 

and Brenda both expenenced gomg the extra mtle as a component of carmg 

comm1tment All three partinpants expenenced encouragement from adults 

and havmg fun together as components of a carmg commitment Tlus theme, 

carmg commitment, is a particularly important part of the expenence of 

bemg heard for the partinpants of this study 

Feehng safe. protected and not mdged 

All three participants m this study felt that another important 

component of feelmg heard by adults was the sense that they were not bemg 

Judged by adults and that they all felt safe to express their oplillons without 

fear of bemg shamed or embarrassed m any way Havmg a sense that they 

were safe to speak their mmd was essential for all three participants, because 

they were carrymg around with them feehngs of not bemg heard, of hurt, of 

anger and of abandonment The partinpants had feelmgs of nnstrust of adults 

and they all felt tremendously reheved to be able to meet adults whom they felt 
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were non-Judgmental, who would not m any way v10late their confidence and 

trust that the participants placed m them 

The participants needed to be able to let out their feelmgs of anger and 

hurt with adults, as a way of commg to terms with some ternble life 

experiences pnor to commg mto care It was essential however, that the 

partiopants be able to discuss theu issues at a tune when it felt nght for them 

to do so They needed to be given space by adults, so that they didn't feel 

pressured to talk or participate before they felt ready to do so They also 

needed to feel that they were not unfairly restncted when decidmg on theu 

options The paruopants expected adults to set limits, but lt was important to 

them that the lmut settmg was done m a respectful way These essential 

components of the theme enabled each of the paruopants to feel that the 

climate withm their relat10nshlp with adults was such that they not only 

would be able to express their thoughts and opmions without fear, but that 

they could also feel heard by the adults 

Brenda talked a lot about the sense of safety and protection that she felt 

with each of her art therapists Brenda received art therapy for several years, 

begmnmg when she was 6 years old and she remembers feelmg a deep sense 

of trust that these therapists were there for her Brenda was not able to 

verbally articulate her anxtety and unhappmess wtth some of the events m 

her early childhood, yet she found that through the medrnm of artwork, that 

she was able to let out these hurt, angry feelings without fear of bemg Judged 

Brenda talked a lot about how her trust m adults had been v10lated before she 

came mto care, and how important 1t was for her to feel a sense of trust m 

adults before she could even begm to express herself verbally The 

components of safety, trust and not being ;udged where exemplified when 

Brenda stated 

I find 1t very relaxmg and soothmg m a way you know that, that 
I'm able to not only get nd of some emotional burdens, that I can 
Just sort of be very relaxed and know that I'm safe wtth thls 
person So there's that feeling of protection also that's necessary, 
not only trust but protection and safety for that person I guess 
what I needed was sort of like a soundmg board for all the bottled 
up anger and hurt you know, different thlngs like that, that I had 
mside and like through the art a lot hke I, I draw sort of abstract, 
I take thmgs that are mside, hke I sit down m front of paper and 
Just sort of draw Just hke anythmg that Just happens to come out 
on the paper whlch is sometimes flowers or windows, Just very 
abstract thmgs I wrote a play, about an angel, you know, and a 
mother and a daughter and we had It all acted out and 1t was all 
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videotaped It was a wonderful expenence, like with her, I was 
able, I not only felt protected with her but I was able to 
commurucate like Just through my drawmg 

In contrast to Steve and John, Brenda expenenced a sense of safety and trust 

with people who were, and remain strangers to her Brenda is very mvolved 

with an evangehcal church and had a very emot10nally upliftmg expenence 

dunng the past year Several members of her Church prayed for her and she 

has descnbed the expenence as bemg profoundly movmg to her Witness her 

account 

And now I can now, you know, It's Just like sort of a new 
expenence, Its sort of hke a complete awakerung hke I mean, I 
had a lot of prayer and stuff hke that and these three people who 
were praymg over me, they didn't know me at all, yet while they 
were praymg um, they Just pulled so many thmgs out of my past 
hke some of the thmgs they were descnbmg were exactly how It 
happened you know And they didn't know me and I Just, It was 
like a warm feelmg from the mside out and I Just started crymg 
and I couldn't stop and It was Just, it was like the biggest release I 
have ever felt, and it was Just from them praymg over me 

Steve, hke John and Brenda, earned with him many hurt and angry 

feelmgs when he came mto care To meet an adult whom he felt would be non­

Judgmental, would give him space when he needed It, and who would be 

trustworthy were all essennal to Steve m feeling safe to let out his feelings so 

that he could be heard Steve told me that his foster parent was able to give 

him this sense of bemg safe and protected and Steve was fmally able to let out 

ms feelings of guilt and anxiety about his mother, and to grow and develop as a 

person Steve beheves that feelmg safe and trusnng a sigruflcant adult were 

paramount m ms learnmg more effective ways of communicating and m 

dealmg with ms problems He states 

Because um essennally to take someone hke me that was, when I 
was that age, who was like, hurnng that much and Just wanted to 
throw anger at everybody and didn't want anybody telling me 
what to do, didn't want anybody m control of my hfe at all, um I 
guess I felt that that had taken place before and everythmg had 
gone all wrong So I was like, OK, well, nobody's gomg to do stuff 
to me like kmd of hke almost like maybe a httle bit of a revenge 
complex I never really felt spiteful but I thmk It was there but 
Just to take a whole house of people feeling that way and teach 
them to live with one another m a way that's helpful, it's ah such 
a boon It was such a learrung expenence and like that's, that's 
essennally bemg heard, h.ke and the essence of It is that J.f you 
want to be left alone, you're left alone, J.f you want to talk, you 
can talk, that's hke, that's the utmost of bemg heard, not 
somebody trymg to force help on you, and J.f you say you didn't 
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want 1t, then lt, lt wouldn't be commg, cause that's the way 1t was 
for me, cause the help was always there 

Steve remembers with humor how he used to announce his intentions to do 

something "wild and crazy" and lus foster parent would remmd lum of the 

possible consequences of his actions, while at the same time reassunng him 

that he would get lum "out of Jail" 1f he got into real trouble' For Steve, havmg 

a foster parent who gave mm space to make his own dec1s1ons, who was non­

Judgmental about the deos1ons he had made, and who gently reminded hun of 

probable outcomes for his actions was a key factor in his feeling more in 

control of hls life By feeling more in control, Steve was able to feel capable of 

making positive changes in his hfe He explams 

So you 1t was ah hke Just havmg somebody say, "I'm not gomg to 
tell you what to do I'm gomg to let you make your own 
dec1s1ons", hke that was an incredible thing for me cause that 
had never happened before m a long time There had always 
been like teachers at school, "you must do", parents "you must do 
this", then there was someone who was treating you hke an adult 
and saying that if you're gomg to make adult dec1s1ons with 
alcohol and drugs, then you're going to have to reap the 
consequences and make dec1s1ons to deal with those 
consequences It was very good, hke nght then and there, I felt 
like OK, I'm m control now, the world isn't controlling me, and 
that, I'm sure that would have never happened 1f I hadn't met 
(foster dad) 

John found that the respectful hmlt setting by his foster dad to be a 

s1gmf1cant part of his feehng safe protected and not ;udged John recounted 

an expenence where lus foster dad made 1t qmte clear that John had v10lated a 

house rule John told me that while he did not hke the rule, he felt really good 

about the way lus foster dad had handled setting the lirmts, showing lum 

respect, and prov1dmg an atmosphere where John felt safe even though he 

had done sometlung wrong John didn't mmd complymg with the rule after 

that mc1dent For John, feelmg safe, protected and not ;udged was best 

exemphf1ed by the respectful, non-Judgmental lirmt setting that hls foster 

father had done with hrm, allowmg John to feel, all the whlle, safe and 

trusting with his foster dad Witness John's account 

And anyhow, I had a couple of fnends over that mght and you 
know, we had a couple of bottles out, Just dnnkmg and hangmg 
out and he (foster dad) sat down and I asked him "do you want a 
dnnk7" and he said "sure, why not" But the next day, instead of 
saying, "John, you shouldn't have, you know, you're not supposed 
to dnnk, you know, you idiot", you know what I mean7 I don't 
know like he's never taken life skllls courses but you know he 
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used all the "I" statements, "John, I was put m the difficult 
position last mght I know you know that there's no dnnkmg m 
this program, and I would hke that if you dnnk, don't do 1t m the 
house, and I don't want to hear about it" There was that real wide 
margm, ya, you know, n's about like takmg ownership for how 
you feel and there is a lot more clearer respect and It's not an 
issue of blammg I don't know, it's really different, so after that, 
you know, bke I didn't hke the fact that I couldn't dnnk m the 
house, but I felt better about the respect that I was given It's 
discussions like that that really qmte help me be heard and you 
know, he gave me the chance, "well, is there anything you want 
to discuss7" you know what I mean7 

John, like Steve, felt that his foster dad treated rum as an "equal" and that 

together they were able to problem solve issues that arose durmg the course of 

hvmg together on a daily basis This sense of safety was cntical for John, who 

felt very shamed and demoralized by the foster parents m the home where he 

had lived for 8 years previously John told me that trusting ms foster dad was 

mstrumental m his learrung to state his opmions and to speak up for rumself, 

somethmg he had never been able to do before 

For all three partiopants, an essential component of their expenence of 

bemg heard by adults was the sense that they were safe, protected and not 

Judged by the adults They all needed an opporturuty to express feelings of 

anger and hurt that they earned with them when they came mto care ( or m 

John's case, as a result of livmg ma foster home for 8 years where he felt 

shamed and hurmliated) The participants needed to trust the adults m order to 

feel free to state their views Havmg adults give them space to make decis10ns 

and not to pressure the youth mto talk.mg about their problems was so 

important to the participants m feeling safe to express their views The 

participants all felt heard by adults who were able to provide this kmd of 

climate, even m those situations where llffilts were set and rules enforced 

Help m getting what I need 

Another component of the expenence of bemg heard for the 

participants of trus study was the theme of help m getting what I need All of 

the partiopants, at some time, needed help m getting tangible support, 

whether it was gettmg a clothmg allowance, enrollmg m a correspondence 

course, or gettmg their teeth fixed The participants believed that an essential 

part of getting what they needed was havmg adults who would take action on 

their behalf when needed, or who would nudge them along to get what they 

needed on their own It was essential to all the partiopants that adults were 

there to let them know about their entitlements The partiopants made the 
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pomt that knowmg what supports were available and havmg adult help m 

gettmg these thmgs or m makmg "the system" work for them 1s espeoally 

important for children m care, who don't typically have parents advocatmg 

for them 

Brenda found It much easier to talk about what she didn't get and the 

resentment she felt because of It Brenda, who had her sights set on a 

modelmg career, believed that she needed braces m order to have a perfect 

smile Brenda's older sister received braces When the time came for Brenda 

to get her braces, Brenda's social worker mformed her that the rules had 

changed and that Brenda would no longer be eligible for braces Brenda felt 

not heard by both her sooal worker and "the system", and still feels qmte 

bitter about this lack of help m gettmg what she needed She was able to 

discuss several mstances where she did get the help she needed Brenda was 

mvolved m the child protection proceedmgs between her birth parents and 

the Supenntendent of Farmly and Child Services Her parents' lawyer wanted 

Brenda to testify and Brenda remembers feelmg particularly ternf1ed of 

havmg to face her father on the witness stand Brenda's sooal worker and 

lawyer were able to take the reqmred action to keep her off the stand Brenda 

also v1v1dly remembers a time when she felt entitled to an extra clothmg 

allowance Her social worker was able to take the necessary action to get the 

clothmg allowance for her Brenda felt heard by her social worker 

John, like Brenda, found 1t easier to remember all the things he didn't 

get because no one took action on his behalf, nor let hrm know about his 

entitlements He was able to recollect a time however, when he went to see his 

sooal worker about changmg foster homes He believes his social worker 

really heard what he had to say because he was moved to a new home 

Steve, unlike Brenda and Steve, felt that he was always mformed about 

his entitlements as a chtld-m-care by his sooal worker and his foster dad, 

both of whom would have Wlllmgly taken action to help lum get what he 

needed Steve talked about his soCial worker with great affection and for lum, 

the theme of help rn gettmg what I need was exemplified by the sooal 

worker's letung hrm know of his entitlements, and nudgmg him to take the 

necessary action to get what he needed He stated 

I had a bike accident when I was a kid I busted a whole bunch of 
my teeth and (my sooal worker) was one of the people that was 
always kind of on my back, "well, why don't you Just get them 
fixed because the system takes care of all your dental, so why 
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don't you Just go m and get It fixed, it'll save you a lot of money 
later" and Just hke httle thmgs hke that But 1t wasn't a httle 
thmg because h.ke the amount of dental work I had to have done 
would have cost me a lot of money later on, that I probably 
wouldn't have had for a long, long time, and then I would have 
said forget 1t, I don't need this done anyway but um Just m that 
respect and that helped me out a lot too Just for self-esteem and 
stuff hke that so she was good for gettmg me m to get stuff hke 
medical check-ups and whatnot done, she was one of the people 
that would be like "have you gone m for a check-up yet", stuff 
hke that like ah but not m the sense of saymg "you should get 
m", Just hke "why don't you, It's available and you should make 
use of what's available" 

For all three partiopants, the theme of help m gettmg what I need was 

an important part of feelmg heard by adults The paruopants all believed that 

they needed to have an adult who would take acuon on their behalf to help 

them get what they needed, or would nudge them along to do it themselves 

They all felt that it was essential to have adults' help m getting to know what 

they were m fact entitled to This last component of the theme help m gettmg 

what I need was important for the three paruopants, who often compared 

themselves with other chlldren and youth m and out of care regardmg what 

tangible support others were rece1vmg 

Help m dealmg with my problems 

For the part1opants of this study, an essential mgredient m their 

experience of bemg heard by adults was the help they received m dealmg 

with their problems They all stated to me that they had a number of problems 

dunng the tune they were m care, and 1t was really important to each of them 

to know adults who would help them with their problems For example, Steve 

had a problem with alcohol and drugs Brenda had trouble controlling her 

temper John felt depressed a lot None of the partiopants looked for an adult 

to tell them what to do or what not to do What the partiopants all found 

particularly helpful was to have adults outlme their ch01ces and options for 

and with them, so that they could make more mformed decisions about how to 

handle therr problems All of the youth felt that they needed to have someone 

pomt out opuons that they may not have even thought about before The 

partiopants also needed helpful feedback from adults m order to get a sense of 

how they were domg or where they were gomg with their problem-solvmg or 

their life planmng The verbal feedback from adults helped clarify for the 

partlopants what the issues were m the problem they were dealmg with at the 

ume All of the partiopants also found that advice was a helpful part of 

61 



dealmg with their problems They dldn't want or need to be told what to do, but 

someumes some advice on how the adult would handle the situation was 

enough to get them started m the nght drrecuon 

Brenda, who was a peer counsellor m rugh school, was parucularly 

sensiuve to the difficulties m helpmg people deal effectively with their 

problems Based on her traimng and her expenence, she found it most 

helpful to have adults listen attentively to her problems and help her see her 

options so that she could come up with appropnate soluuons Brenda talked a 

great deal about social workers who had not helped her with her problems, but 

had mterrupted her or didn't take the ume to listen She did however, have a 

number of expenences where she felt really heard by an adult because she 

was given helpful feedback and help seemg her choices One particularly 

poignant experience for Brenda was when she was 7 years old and had Just 

moved to her foster home She described herself as very troubled and was 

unable to deal with her constant anxiety Her foster parents listened to her 

describe her feelings and then would give her words to label these feelings, as 

a way of helpmg her understand herself and what she was feelmg a little 

better Brenda found this experience immensely helpful m feelmg less 

anxious, more "normal", and more m control of herself She stated 

Like I mean, if I don't understand um a certam feeling, I'd sort of 
describe it to them and they would say, "oh, you're feelmg 
apprehensive, you're feeling nervous" or what have you and I 
Just thmk it's, it'd be like, "so that's what I'm feelmg'", you know 
and sometrmes it's a rmxture of thmgs you know and sort of 
categorize them as to what's what 

Steve, hke Brenda and John, talked about the helpfulness of havmg 

adults given him feedback, and helpmg him by outlmmg his choices Steve 

felt really m1Xed up when he came mto care and he had a lot of difficulty 

knowing what to do about these feelmgs He says that he had reacted for many 

years to what he had perceived as the controllmg and patromzmg way that rus 

parents and rus teachers had dealt with him He had responded to the control 

by becormng more out of control (dnnkmg and takmg drugs excessively) and 

it wasn't unul he met rus foster parent that he began to see a different way of 

dealmg with his problems For Steve, the theme help rn dealmg with my 

problems was best exemplified by the helpful feedback from rus foster parent 

and the way that rus foster parent outlined rus ch01ces for rum Witness his 

account 
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Just the people I met, hke I got really heavily mto drugs and 
alcohol It was almost every day, it was a really senous problem 
I never really looked at it that way dunng, of course, while it was 
gomg on All my fnends were domg it But the thmg was is that 
it wasn't workrng for me and no where m that time did anyone 
say, "stop" But a lot of times dunng that time they said you know, 
"look what you're domg to yourself, like I'm not gomg to stop you, 
it's your hfe, but you know like, take a good hard look at what 
you're domg" and that came down especially with (foster dad), 
cause I lived with him for the maJonty of time I was m care and 
um, one time I had come back to the house and I'd been over to 
the hospital I'd really screwed up on LSD and I freaked out and 
gone to the hospital and when I came back, I was Just thmkmg, 
"oh no, what am I m for7" like I can't deal with this But as soon 
as I came m (foster dad) Just went, "so you had a little trouble" 
and I'm hke, "ya, I d1d" "OK, why don't you go downstairs and get 
some sleep", like that was it and then for the next couple of days, 
I'd go up and talk to him about it and he'd Just say like, you know, 
he'd Just go "don't worry about it, it happens to everyone Like, 
you're Just a teenager, like you're gomg to make rrustakes But 
you know that you made a pretty big one you know, so what are 
you gomg to do to change it You know, it's entirely up to you, it's 
not up to me If you'd like say, to stay m this house and don't do 
any drugs or anythmg, it is entirely up to you 

John, unhke Brenda and Steve, is Abongmal and he believes that the 

kmd of help he will need m dealmg with hls problems and emotional pam will 

be very different than the help that he can get m a white culture John has 

recently been reumted with and returned to his Band and is trymg to come to 

terms with the emot10nal scars caused by a traumatic childhood through 

traditional First Nauons methods Notwithstandmg this difference however, 

John felt that his last sooal worker was very helpful to him m sorting out 

where he should live John had Just left the foster home where he had hved 

for 8 years, and he was feelmg angry and bitter at what he believes was 

significant mistreatment by his foster parents He met with his social worker 

to plan where he would hve for the last 2 years of his wardship His sooal 

worker outlmed S d1fferent options for him, and provided safe housmg m the 

mterrm, while he was deodmg what he wanted to do John liked the fact that 

the sooal worker d1scussed the benefits and drawbacks of each ch01ce with 

him When John did fmally make his deosion about where he wanted to hve, 

he felt that the decision really had been his, and not surpnsmgly, this last 

placement ¥.as by far the most successful for him John stated 

After I left that foster home, I wasn't sure my sooal worker, she 
helped me present, or she presented like five different options to 
me Two were out of town, one was the residenual program I 
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went to, and the other two were foster homes She said, "which 
one do you want John7" She helped me look at each one, kmd of 
thmg , the benefits, the bad sides, and she dJ.dn't put any pressure 
on And she even helped me I guess, fmd a spot to stay unttl I 
found a place that I wanted to be I had a choice of staymg at a 
group home, or an emergency bed There was even one 
emergency foster home too But uh she laid them (choices) all 
out for me, you know 

The theme help m dealmg with my problems was an important 

component of feeling heard by the participants of this study, who all felt they 

were strugglmg with a number of problems whtle they were m care Each 

participant found their own umque way of commg to terms with their 

difficulties and m movmg to a more satisfymg lifestyle Yet each participant 

saw the same mgredients as bemg part of receivmg help with their problems 

Havmg adults outlme their chmces for them was rmportant m figunng out 

how they wanted to deal with various issues Receivmg helpful feedback from 

adults was rmportant to the youth m terms of a reality check - havmg someone 

give them a readmg on how and what they were domg from a dJ.fferent 

perspective Receivmg advice, though not dJ.rections, was also important to 

the participants, particularly when they found themselves m s1tuat10ns where 

they were not sure about what they needed to do 

Intmtlve knowing 

A key component of the participants' expenence of bemg heard was the 

theme of mtu1t1ve knowing All the participants expressed strong feelmgs 

about knowmg when they were bemg heard by adults, Just by the way the 

adults responded to them non-verbally When adults were for example, 

shiftmg m their chair, lookmg bored or stanng out of a window, the 

participants believed that they were not bemg heard The participants all felt 

that they could sense when an adult was hearmg them, and they could sense if 

the adult was genumely mterested They all had expenenced feelmg 

patromzed by adults and the participants believed that they could tell 

immediately if an adult was actmg m genmne ways 

Brenda believes herself to be very mtu1tive and can tell visually very 

qmckly if someone is heanng her 

I can usually tell when someone is genumely mterested as to 
what I have to say there are Just different thmgs about the 
person's eyes if they are not paymg attention or if they start 
bemg absorbed by their own thoughts, they sort of go glossy or 
glassy I can sense it you know like they get fidgety or 
somethmg she was really paying attention, I could tell you 
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know she was askmg a lot of questJ.ons um and she Just hke, hke 
your posture now, like she was very, you know, mto It She had 
the whole body language saymg she was mto 1t 

Brenda had an expenence recently where she was at a meetJ.ng with several 

sonal workers She told me that she began to feel very angry dunng the 

meetmg because she believed the adults were not hearmg what she had to say 

She saw 2 adults shanng a pnvate Joke and she said that the body language of 

the others told her that they were not llstenmg to her When she confronted 

the group on their mattent1veness, she felt that they were defensive and they 

demed her allegatJ.on Brenda however, maintains that she knows they were 

not llstenmg to her, untJ.l after she had confronted them 

Steve, hke John and Brenda beheves the he can tell If he 1s bemg heard 

Just by whether or not someone looks him m the eye For Steve, the theme of 

Intmtlve Knowing was best exemphfled by ms sense that ms sonal worker was 

actmg m a genume way He explained 

With the person that's flllmg m for (my sonal worker), um he 
came over here to Just like, he didn't say "come to my offICe, so I 
can meet you", he Just went, "oh, can I come over and talk with 
your dad and you guys and you know, meet you7" And he comes 
and we're all hangmg out and my fnend came over from 
_____ with his gmtar and he said, "oh I play gmtar" and he comes 
downstairs and he's Jammmg out with my dad cause my dad used 
to play bass and we're Just all hangmg out and havmg a good time 
and 1t was hke you know I don't thmk that would have really 
have gone on years ago It would be more hke a smt and tie sonal 
worker connng m hke ah more of a formal thmg rather than 
more like real hke, like he Just came up and he was hangmg out 
and bemg hrmself and that's a lot different like rather than 
trymg to represent the system, he was representJ.ng himself 

John's expenence of mtmt1vely knowing whether he was bemg heard 

tends to have come more from negatJ.ve rather than positive expenences, 

however, hke Brenda and Steve, he beheves that he can tell very qmckly If 

someone 1s hearmg what he has to say He states that 

I could Just tell 1f someone 1s wtllmg to hsten by their personal 
presentatJ.on, by their attJ.tude, their mannensms, the way they 
look at you, by the amount of talkmg they do too what they do 
with their hands, their eyes, whether they're lookmg at you Just, 
you know, It's all m the non-verbal commumcation I suppose If 
they're stanng at you, you know, with their hands clenched on 
their rups or whatever, and they're Just yelling, It's rather 
blatant you know that they're not hstemng to you 

The theme mtu1t1ve knowmg was an essentJ.al part of feelmg heard for 

the partJ.npants of this study Each of the part1.c1pants believed that body 
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language and posture and wtllmgness to have eye contact were md1Cative of 

whether or not they were bemg listened to They all believed that adults who 

acted in genuine ways, without pretens10ns or phony affect was a necessary 

part of their behevmg that they were being heard The partlcipants felt this 

attentiveness or lack of It, on an intmtlve level 

In summary, the expenence of the partlcipants of this study in having 

their views heard by adults whlle in care, when s1gmficant deos1ons were 

made that affected them can be descnbed by five interrelated and 

interconnected themes These themes are canng commitment, feelmg safe, 

protected and not Judged, help m gettmg what I need, help m dealmg with my 

problems, and mtu1t1ve knowing Table 1 provides an overview of each theme 

with its essential components 

Table 1 

Expenence of Being Heard The Themes 

Themes 

Caring comrmtrnent 

Feeling safe, protected and 
not Judged 

Help in getting what I need 

Help in dealing with my problems 

Intmtive knowing 

Components 

empathic hstening, canng, 
understanding of my situation, 
interest in me and my opinions, 
going the extra mile, respect, 
having fun, encouragement 

sense of safety and protecnon, 
giving space, respectful hmit 
setting, non-Judgmental, letting 
out the anger and hurt, trust 

taking action, nudging me, 
letting me know of my entitlements 

helpful feedback, outlining ch01ces, 
advice 

visual, acting m genuine ways 

Conclusion 

In presenting the results of this study, I have divided the part1C1pants 

expenences into five themes and discussed each theme separately These 

divis10ns are in fact artlf1Cial in the sense that the themes are very much 

interconnected, interrelated, and overlapping The expenence of being heard 
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is a dynanuc phenomenon For the participants, it was not a matter of havmg 

a checkhst of themes that they referred to m order to determine whether they 

were bemg heard by adults It was more a sense that the adult to whom they 

were relatmg had a fundamental behef in their worthiness as human beings 

and treated them with the digmty and respect that they deserved The themes 

represent, m a sense, a composite of the skills and charactenstics of adults 

who listened to and heard what the partiopants were saymg Steve, for 

example, talked of feelmg heard by foster parents who treated him hke 

someone speoal and umque For the first time in his hfe, Steve was hving 

with dignity He states 

But they weren't the kmd of people that had seen 1t all and they 
were Just going to say hke hke a patnarchy or something like 
that you know "we've done that before" But none of that, like 
anythmg that happened they reacted as if it was a new thing 
because lt was a new person, nght, so that's how they handled lt, 
as a totally new expenence for anythmg that happened to any of 
the guys in the house, cause the first (group home) that I was m 
was Just boys, ya, it was pretty interesting to ah to see people like 
that, and they were very lovmg and canng so, that was 
good they gave me something that was um, I looked on lt as 
something very small then, but n's something that's very large 
now It's that in the house that I lived in with (the group home 
parents), there was a rule that said um, you have as much 
freedom as you want, as long as you like they were saying, 
"we're giving you all the freedom m the world, as long as you 
respect these small rules that we have for while you're in the 
house, but what you do outside the house 1s your 
respons1b1hty" I'd never had that before, hke um somebody Just 
saying, "here's your key, come back when you like If you're 
going to go out you know, lt would be mce if you told us where 
you were going If you don't, we understand" Like, 1t was Just 
like they were saying, "here's freedom, do with 1t what you will 
and 1f you um don't respect that we're giving you this freedom, 
then of course, we'll have to take lt away because you know, we're 
the parental figures here but 1f you respect the freedom that 
we've given you, then you know, you'll get the respect back" type 
thing 

Expenence of Part1c1pants 

Each of the participants gave me feedback about their expenence as a 

research participant John was unavailable to meet with me after we had 

completed our interviews, however made lt clear dunng the course of the two 

interviews that he had really enJoyed the process He had agreed to be a 
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partiopant m the first place because of his mterest m the topic of bemg 

heard He also told me he hked bemg able to 'help out' 

Brenda spoke very posltlvely of the expenence of bemg a research 

participant She told me that she really hked 1t when I called her, and she felt 

very happy to help me by participating m the study Brenda said that she 

enJoyed talkmg about the issues that she discussed m our mterv1ews I met 

with Brenda m October 1994 to discuss her rmpress1ons of the (re-done) 

results Brenda said the results were "mcred1ble" She said the results were 

"amazmg" because they helped her see thmgs more clearly She told me that 

"seeing 1t on paper 1s really powerful" She said she llked the results "a lot" 

She felt very positive about Steve (whom she has never met) after readmg the 

results and told me that his story made her want to cry She really hked what 

John said about Intmtive Knowing She said John's quote sounded "strong -

not wishy-washy hke mme" Brenda was surpnsed at the slffillanties she saw 

between her expenence of bemg heard and the others' expenences Brenda 

also told me that she thought I was a "really good hstener" 

Steve also told me that he felt good about being able to help me out He 

found the expenence of value to hrm because he said 1t gave him the 

opportumty to process some of the issues that he had not given any thought to 

for a long time Steve telephoned hls group home dad after our first mterv1ew 

Steve told me that he had spent so much tlme talking about thls person that he 

had a need to check m with rum and venfy that hls perceptions of what went 

on while he was m care were accurate 

Expenence of Researcher 

My expenence as a researcher m this study began m September 1993 

and continues to the present date (October 1994) I thmk the best descnption 

of the expenence would be to say that 1t has been a Journey - a long, arduous 

Journey with as many highs as 1t has had lows 

I entered the Faculty of Human and Social Development m September 

1992 knowmg that I wanted to study the area of children's nghts m an m­

depth way My mterest m chlldren and their nghts has spanned my 20 year 

career as a sooal worker Through a process of discussmg my mterests with 

my Committee and various other resource people m the faculty, I was able to 

develop a research question I found the review of the hterature really 

exoting I was drawmg on hterature from a vanety of sources - educators, 
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researchers, practitJ.oners at all levels of the pracuce arena, and current 

legislation m Bntish Columbia The work I read was fascmatmg and served to 

reaffirm my mterest m the field of children's nghts Developmg a framework 

from which to conduct the study was a challenge because I see my strengths as 

a practitioner, not as a researcher It was a learmng expenence however, and 

the more I read about phenomenology, the more I realized it was a logical 

ch01ce m methodology for me to make I have had an mterest m philosophy 

for some time and studied it for several years at College many years ago 

Philosophy is an underpmnmg of phenomenology and 1t worked well with my 

desire to understand an issue from the perspective of children and youth 

The data collection phase was exhilarating for me I have worked with 

young people for many years and have rmssed the direct contact with youth 

dunng the course of my work of the last few years Havmg the opportunity to 

meet with the partinpants and listen to their stones was a very powerful 

expenence for me - I realized that I must return to that direct contact with 

young people m my profess10nal career I had forgotten how much I enJoyed 

workmg with young people and the data collection process was a compellmg 

rermnder Each of the participants presented me with a different kmd of 

challenge One parucipant became particularly fond of me dunng our 

meetmgs and turned to me for gmdance and support m dealing with her 

problems I found the participant's need for help very difficult to handle I 

knew that it would not be appropnate for me to engage m any kmd of 

counselling or therapeutic relationship, yet I felt that I could not deal 

exclusively with my agenda and move qmckly on I handled the dtlemma by 

takmg the trme to listen to the participant after our meetmgs had ended This 

seemed to be enough of a support and satisfied the participant 

Another partlcipant was hosttle and rmstrustful of me dunng our 

meetmg to discuss my research proJect I felt qmte comfortable dealing with 

the anger because I have done it so often m the course of my sonal work 

career I answered the participant's questions honestly and made no attempt 

to convmce the partlcipant that he should agree to participate m the study I 

left our meeting behevmg that this person may not partlnpate m the study I 

was not altogether surpnsed, however, when he telephoned later that mght to 

ask if he could sttll be considered a participant 

One of the participants astomshed me by his level of skill and social 

matunty I think that I have a fairly good idea of the challenges facmg 
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adolescents who cannot hve at home (havmg been one myself) This 

part1e1pant had had a farr share of troubles ar1smg from his home hfe before 

corrung mto care, yet seemed to have a level of matunty far beyond ms years 

and an understandmg of hfe that I found really 1mpress1ve 

The data analysis phase has been a gruehng experience for me I was 

unsure about how I was to tackle 1t and I dealt with that unsureness by 

sublimaung my mtmuon and common sense I analyzed the data based upon 

what I thought I was supposed to do I am an mtmtive person and the process 

was a pamful one for me It didn't feel right, but at the same time, I didn't feel 

I had anyone to help me So I soldiered on and produced an analysis that made 

me feel anxmus merely by readmg what I had wntten When I eventually 

found a phenomenolog1st willmg to help me, I was feebng discouraged and 

angmshed To compound the problem, my 'Protestant work etruc' was forcmg 

me to contmue a process that I felt was all wrong for me The process was 

exacnng a huge toll on my personal hfe It was as If a personal goal had 

turned sour and trungs had gone terribly wrong 

Speakmg to this phenomenolog1st was hke a revelauon to me I felt that 

this person understood the purpose of my research and could see and feel the 

thmgs that I was seemg m my data She hstened to me, asked me some probmg 

questions about the data, and then gave me some guidance about how I could do 

the analysis This process took less than an hour, yet I left her office knowing 

what to do and how to do 1t And, 1t felt nght It felt llke me I felt almost 

euphoric, and cons1denng the extent of the work that lay before me, that was 

s1gmflcant' When I returned to the analysis, I brought myself mto 1t this 

time, with all my mtu1tiveness and capab1hties to feel thmgs rather than 

merely use my mtellect The process felt nght and I had a growing sense that 

I was empowered, m control, and usmg my skills 

I had read through the transcnpts many times dunng my first attempt 

at analysis Dunng the process of breaking down what the youth had said mto 

component parts, I had become locked mto a mechanical way of analyzmg 

what they were saymg I sensed that the re-construction of the component 

parts that I had done as part of the analysis was somehow stlflmg the youth's 

v01ces Yet when I spoke to the phenomenolog1st, I was able to tell her what 

the partie1pants had to say I could visualize my discussions with each of the 

partie1pants and I felt that I understood what they were tellmg me 
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When I re-analyzed the data, I re-read the transcnpts many t:Imes and 

looked at the totality of what they were saymg to me I no longer felt anxious 

about domg the nght thmg The emergence of the themes seemed natural and 

so evident to me the second time around I was not lett:Ing my own fear of 

fatlure mterfere with my ability to analyze the data When I submitted the 

analysis to the phenomenolog1st for feedback, I was completely confident m 

what I had done It was a really good feeling 

Gett:Ing nd of the barners that prevented me from bemg able to 

effect:Ively analyze what the youth had to say allowed me to see some rather 

surpnsmg results I had started thls research proJect behevmg that young 

people m care were probably heard by adults less often than they were not 

heard I believe that I am an adult who can and does hear young people, but I 

never really stopped to thmk about why I see myself as someone who hears 

what children and youth tell me I Just know that I like young people, have 

really liked workmg with them dunng the last 20 years, and I sense that most 

have liked workmg with me as well Llstemng to what the part1c1pants told me 

about the1r experiences m bemg heard by adults gave me ms1ght mto some of 

the thlngs I did or did not do dunng my career as a sonal worker It 1s not that 

the part:Inpants were telling me thmgs that were surpnsmg, It 1s more that I 

had never thought of thmgs m that hght before For example, the 

part:Inpants talked of feeling heard by adults who enJoyed them and had fun 

with them That makes sense Yet I had not thought of 1t m those terms before 

I thmk that I may have rmrum1zed the importance of some of the act1v1t1es I 

did with young people, like clothes shopping or gomg for coffee, m favour of 

over-emphas1zmg the importance of my counselling skills m particular and 

my canng and mterest m chlldren and youth m general 

My frame of reference at the begmnmg of thls study was from a nghts 

pomt of view This has been remforced through this study but m ways that I 

had not predicted The powerful negat:Ive expenences of all three youth m 

relat1onsh1ps with natural parents and many professional "caregivers" 

reinforces the need for greater safeguards to ensure the ngh t of all chlldren 

to be treated with d1gmty and respect and to be heard However, this study 

focuses on those elements that contnbuted to the part:Inpants' feelings of 

bemg heard Further research 1s needed mto the all too common expenence 

of chlldren and youth not bemg heard 
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This research turned out to be about the quahties of people who related 

to children and youth as if they had nghts The participants of this study 

talked of feelmg heard by adults who treated them m ways that respected the 

partiopants' nght to be heard This research pro1ect does not address how 

frequently participants met adults hke this It was evident m the participants' 

stones though, that the adults whom the partiopants felt heard by have a 

fundamental belief m the value and capabihues of children This is rmportant 

because the parucipants have aruculated human quallues that we as service 

providers need to think about and hopefully mcorporate mto our mteracuons 

with each other, with chtldren and youth, and with all human bemgs What 

the participants have said makes so much sense and yet It is not somethmg 

that we as adults have paid enough attention to 

Chapter 5 

Discuss10n of Fmdmgs 

Indeed, even if there were no mstrumental benefit of askmg children 
about their views on their nghts, such a step would be an important 
signal of respect for their personhood mcludmg children as 
partlnpants alters their stance m the commuruty, from thmgs or 
outsiders to members (Melton & Lllnber, 1992, p 170) 

The purpose of thls study was to explore the expenences of three youth 

m havmg their views heard by adults dunng their time m the care of the 

Supenntendant of Famtly and Chtld ServICes Article 12 of the UN Convention 

on the Rights of the Chtld was used as a pomt of reference for exammmg the 

congruence between the youths' nght to be heard and the youths' perceptions 

of their expenence m bemg heard by adults dunng their time m care 

A phenomenologICal methodology was chosen for this study to examme 

the partlopants' hved expenence of feelmg heard by adults, while m care 

The aim of this research pro1ect was to expllcate the phenomenon of 'bemg 

heard' and to descnbe the essential components of bemg heard as the 

participants expenenced lt This study seeks to provide the reader with a 

deeper understandmg of the nature and meanmg of the youth's expenences 

m havmg their views heard This study has given a v01ce to three young 

people who, by virtue of the1r age, have tradiuonally been excluded from 

partICipating as either producers or subJects of knowledge 
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The research findmgs were divided mto two sections The first section 

descnbed the participants m the study The second section descnbed the 

participants' expenence of bemg heard and the five themes which emerged to 

explam and descnbe their expenence of bemg heard These themes were 

canng col11111ltment, feehng safe, protected and not Judged, help m gettmg 

what I need, help m dealing with my problems, and mtmave knowing 

Canng col11111ltment was charactenzed by empathic hstenmg, carmg, 

understandmg of their situation, adult mterest m the youth and their 

opm10ns, feelmg respect and encouragement from adults , havmg fun with 

adults, and havmg adults go the extra mtle for the youth 

An mtegral part of the participants' feelmg heard by adults was the 

sense that they were safe, protected and not Judged by the adults to whom they 

were relating The participants needed to feel a sense of safety and trust so 

that they could let out their anger and hurt They needed to feel that they 

were not bemg Judged, and that any lmuts set by the adults were done 

respectfully The participants needed to feel that they were bemg given space 

and were not being pressured mto discussmg matters they didn't want to talk 

about 

It was important to the participants to have adults give them help m 

getang what they needed That meant that adults were letting them know of 

their entitlements so that they could make more mformed decisions It also 

meant that adults would be there to take action on their behalf when needed, 

but would also nudge them along to get what they needed themselves 

A component of feelmg heard for the participants was havmg adults 

give them help m dealing with the.1r problems This help ranged from 

providmg helpful feedback and outlimng ch01ces, to givmg advice to the 

partiopants The participants' Intu1t1ve Knowmg provided a means for them 

to determme whether they felt that the adults were bemg genume m their 

relationship with the participants The participants could sense this 

genumeness on a visual as well as a feehng level 

This chapter is divided mto 6 sections 

1 The Themes - a Literature Comparison 
2 Comparison of Fmdmgs with U N Convention 
3 Implications for Polley and Practice 
4 Imphcauons for Research 
5 Llffiltauons of Study 
6 Conclus10n 
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The first section discusses the fmdmgs of this study and places them m the 

context of suru.lar extant theory and research The contextual1zmg of the 

themes mvolves placmg "these themes back withm the overall contexts or 

honzons from which these themes emerged" (Hycner, 1985, p 293) Van 

Manen ( 1990) suggests that human science researchers must study how other 

scholars who belong to the tradIUon of one's subJect of study have addressed 

their understandmgs of a phenomenon because 

sooner or later one must test one's ms1ghts agamst those who 
belong to the tradmon of one's subJect of study And It 1s then 
that a researcher becomes aware of as yet unformulated or 
unsuspected speclf1cat1ons and d1mens1ons of meanmg In this 
way the work of others turns mto a conversational partnership 
that reveals the hm1ts and poss1b11It1es of one own mterpretive 
achievements (p 76) 

This first section mtroduces and discusses additional relevant literature as It 

pertams to the fmdmgs of this study 

The Themes A Literature Comparison 

In th.ts section I compare and contrast the themes that emerged from 

the data with hterature on soCial support and empowerment The partICipants 

talked of their expenences m bemg heard m terms of how respected, valued 

and supported they felt by adults m their relationships with them The 

literature on soCial suport and empowerment provides a context for 

understanding more fully what the youth were saymg I have also compared 

the themes as they emerged from the data, with other studies mvolvmg chtld 

and youth partICipants, who discussed the1r expenences as children and youth 

m an adult soCiety Many of the studies focused on what children and youth 

felt they needed from adults m order to feel like valuable, partICipaung 

members of soCiety Contrasting the themes with these studies provides the 

reader with the opporturuty to see how the pnonties of the partlCipants of my 

study compare to the pnonties of other children and youth m Canada, some of 

whom are not m care 

Carmg comtment 

The theme canng comm.1tment 1s a particularly rmportant part of the 

expenence of bemg heard for the partICipants of this study Carmg 

Comtment was best exemplified by the empathic listerung and canng of 

adults, by the adults' mterest m them and their op1ruons, their understandmg 
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of the partiopants' situation, and by the sense that they were bemg treated 

respectfully Rece1vmg encouragement from adults 1s part of the theme of 

canng comrmtment The carmg comnutment was also evident to the 

participants when they sensed that adults enJoyed them and they had fun 

together Carmg commitment was evidenced by the adults' ms1stence on 

'gomg the extra mtle' to help the participants - a sort of dogged determmat10n 

to make sure the youth got the help they needed 

When the participants talked about feelmg heard by adults who showed 

a canng comnutment to them, they were talkmg about havmg a meanmgful 

relationship with adults whom they knew cared about them, respected them 

and valued them as people These adults were commurucatlng a sense of 

d1gmty and worthmess to the participants The adults were there for the 

participants on a level much deeper than merely a physical presence or an 

obhgatory care-givmg role They cared about the youth as fellow human 

bemgs When the adults hstened to them, they were empathic Thls empathy, 

for the participants, meant that the adults could m some way identify with 

what the youth were saymg or feelmg Brenda felt this empathy from her 

foster parents, whom she beheved had expenenced a slffillar early chtldhood 

to her own She felt her foster parents knew and 1dentif1ed with what she was 

gomg through Steve felt empathy from his foster dad as well and believed 1t 

was because his foster dad had known so many other youth m care that he was 

able to v1car1ously expenence Steve's thoughts and feelings John felt a sense 

of empathy from hls foster dad who was a young, smgle male who valued the 

importance of gomg out and havmg fun 

Respect was a key component of the theme caring commitment for the 

participants of thls study The participants felt a canng commitment from 

adults who treated them as 1f they were "good enough" Just as they were The 

participants felt esteemed and valued by the adults The respect they felt was 

on a deeper level than an adult merely bemg cordial and hstenmg to what 

they youth had to say The adults cared about them and valued them and 

related to them on an equal, although different level As John pomted out, the 

respect was there when John's foster dad related to hlm as an equal, rather 

than as a lesser human bemg where he felt the barner of "I'm the adult" The 

barriers were not there when John and ms foster dad related 

The components of the theme canng commitment are evident mall the 

support hterature as well as m the empowerment literature It is also very 
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consistent with what other youth, both m and out of care, had to say about the 

aspects of their relationships with adults that were posltlve and rmportant to 

the youth Berndt (1989) talks about esteem / emotional support as refernng to 

the statements of actions that convmce people of their worth and value The 

purpose of the support is to make people feel better about themselves and their 

life situation Cobb (1976) suggests that the function of support is to give 

mformation to an mdlvidual that one is loved, cared for, esteemed and valued, 

and belongs to a mutually obhgmg commurucation network Belle ( 1989) 

defmes sonal support as "resources that are provided by other people and that 

anse m the context of mterpersonal relationships" (p 1) She sees supportive 

resources mcludmg such thmgs as affection, physical comfortmg, empathic 

hsterung and reassurances of worth This is simtlar to what the partinpants 

were saymg about feelmg carmg, empathic hsterung and respect from adults 

This sense of mutuality is rmportant for the partinpants of my study, 

although the participants did not emphasize It as much as was evidenced m the 

hterature on support, empowerment and children's nghts John and Steve 

talked about lt m terms of respecting adults who respected them and Brenda 

talked of It m terms of helpmg others who helped her The participants were, 

ma sense, talk.mg about bemg mterdependent with adults and havmg a 

relationship with adults that was based on mutual respect This is simtlar to 

what the youth m the Canadian Mental Health Association ( 1992) had to say 

regarding bndgmg the gap between adult defined and youth dnven pohcies 

Along with respect goes carmg, and young people expressed a 
strong desire to share m canng relationships with adults They 
see carmg as an essential mgredient of life m a difficult world, 
one that mvolves trust, cooperation and mutual support m bad 
trmes as well as good (p 3) 

It is consistent with what Cochran (1991) suggests is the first rule goverrung 

network relations, the recipronty pnnnple This pnnciple mvolves the 

notion that other factors bemg equal, there is a reasonable balance between 

how much is given and how much is received m a given network relationship 

The partinpants of my study sensed that there was not equality m their 

relationships with adults and they were sometimes askmg for support from 

adults even m the absence of renprocal behav10ur This is consistent with 

Cochran's (1991) second rule of providmg support based on special weight 

bemg given to kmslup or common background or, m the case of my 

participants, special circumstances mcludmg age and stage and level of social 
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skill The part.1c1pants were not entenng mto relat.1onsh1ps with adults as 

confident partners Based on a number of bad expenences with adults, the 

partJ.opants often felt a sense of rrustrust when they related to adults 

Cochran's ( 1991) third rule govermng network relatJ.ons focuses on the 

mutual respect between each member of the network which serves to 

mamtam a collecnve consc10usness, even though all members of a person's 

network never come together as a group The partlopants of my study often 

felt margmallzed by adults and they wanted to feel a sense of connectedness 

and acceptance by adults Feelmg respected by even one adult was rmportant 

m developmg a sense that some adults cared about and valued them, and 

contnbuted to the partlopants sense of connectedness to the adult world 

Cochran ( 1991) discussed the def1C1t mode of support which 1s bmlt not 

on reoproc1ty but rather on the dependence of powerless people on those with 

the power to grant or withhold basic subsistence resources He believes that a 

total lack of respect and a behef m the madequacy of another is fundamental 

to the deficit mode The partlopants of my study talked of their frustratlon 

with adults, whom they saw as bemg ma much more powerful position, who 

practiced this type of support The participants didn't feel heard by adults who 

were condescendmg and who believed that children and youth are 

fundamentally mfenor or less competent bemgs 

In contrast, the empowerment approach to support (Cochran & Woolver, 

1983, Rappoport, Swift, 1984), defined by The Cornell Empowerment Group 

( 1989) as "the mtentlonal, on-gomg process centred m the local commumty 

mvolvmg mutual respect, carmg, group participauon through which people 

lacking an equal share of valued resources gam greater access to and control 

over those resources" (p 53), is much more consistent with the participants' 

expenence of a Canng Comrrutment from adults The empowerment process is 

bmlt on an understandmg of another's environment, which the participants 

m my study talked of m terms of adult understandmg of their situatlon It 

mvolves the concept of mutual respect and the belief that all people have 

strengths, that diversity (of race, gender, age and family form) is positively 

valued, that people without power have as much capacity as the powerful to 

assess their own needs, and that people disadvantaged by the way that sooety 

is currently structured must play a prrmary role m developmg strategies by 

which they gam mcreased control over valued resources 
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Tlus empowerment approach to support remforces what the 

partiCipants were saymg about their experiences of a caring comnntment 

from adults They didn't feel a carmg comnntment from adults who 

benevolently bestowed certain support upon them They felt heard by adults 

whom they believed had a belief in their worth and capabilities as human 

beings The process of mutual respect must generate mcreased investment in 

canng and mutual support among the partlCipants in the process, and in the 

commumty as a whole (Cochran, 1991) The partiopants wanted relationships 

with the adults in their hves and they wanted to feel a sense of connectedness 

and belonging An essential part of the empowerment process, according to 

Cochran, is the positive validation by other group members, of feelings, ideas 

and beliefs negatively experienced by an isolated mdividual The participants 

of my study felt a canng comnntment from adults who had an understanding 

of their situation and who could hsten with empathy, with interest, with 

attentiveness and with carmg to what they had to say This is consistent with 

Cochran's empowerment approach to support 

Belle (1989) and Cochran (1991) make the point that support is given 

witlun the context of interpersonal relationslups Belle ( 1989) discusses social 

support networks in terms of being an aspect of the social environment that 

appears cntical to the well-being of humans She states 

The social network construct onents us to the cast of characters 
in an mdividual's social world, to the interrelationships among 
these people, and to the connections between differently 
structured soCial networks and the large social systems (p 1) 

The relationships that the participants had with adults were sometimes 

fleetmg, but the youth felt a sense of canng commitment when the adults 

connected with them on a level deeper than cordial mteracung The youth felt 

a sense that the adults understood their situation and could relate to what they 

were saying One rmght conclude that carmg, comnntted adults were in a 

sense forging a soC1al connection with the youth and demonstrating their 

mterest in doing so by their attentiveness and interest in the partiCipants 

The rmportance of recogmzmg and acknowledging this 

interdependence between cluldren and adults is remforced by Flekkoy (1992) 

when he states 

The child's development of self-confidence, respect, identity is 
determined largely by the signals the child receives about how 
others - amongst whom loved adults are very important -

78 



perceives the chlld's behav10ur, feelmgs , thoughts, 
reactions Am I good or bad, valuable or worthless, are my 
attitudes and values m tune with my society? (p 146) 

Raychaba (1988) talks about the mterconnectedness between children and 

adults m terms of empowerment for young people m care when he states that 

"it must be recogmzed that the best care is not necessanly that solely endowed 

upon us from above or that one for us , the best care should be viewed as a 

process m wh1Ch both service providers and service receivers share the 

deosion-makmg and the responsib1.hty mvolved" (p 6) The Canadian Mental 

Health Association (1992) echoed his thoughts on the mterdependence 

component of canng relationships between children and adults when it states, 

"the youth reJected out of hand the goal of autonomy They pomted out that we 

are all mterdependent, and that people should not be left out m the cold to 

fend for themselves" (p 3) 

The participants of this study talked about the rmportance of adult 

understanding of their situation as a component of the carmg commitment 

they needed to feel heard The participants had expenenced sigmf1Cant 

hardships m their life They were all, to varying degrees, emotionally 

traumatized by the abuse or abandonment from their biological parents, and 

m John's case, by hls foster parents as well It was important to the 

participants that adults have an understandmg of their situation with respect 

to their hfe expenences causmg or leadmg to some of their present-day 

problems This pomt is echoed by the youth in Rachaba's (1993, 1988) studies 

The youth m his studies talked of needmg understanding from caregivers 

about their situat10n and their reasons for coming into care 

The participants of my study had suffered maJor hle stresses as a result 

of coming mto care and being either abandoned or abused by their prrmary 

caregivers, their b10log1Cal parents Their sense of attachment to a sigmficant 

caregiver was senously compronnsed by abuse and/ or abandonment by their 

b10logical parents Their sense of connectedness to a sooal support network 

dissolved because of their removal from their famlly home and their 

placement m state care Rutter ( 1983) researched the vanables that appeared 

to nntigate sooal stressors on at-nsk children and youth He found that the 

vanables mcluded a warm, close, personal relationship with an adult, and the 

opporturuty for children and youth to participate m a meanmgful way so that 

the youth could feel a sense of responsibllity and achieve success at a 

meanmgful task This is consistent with what the partinpants of my study 

.... 
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reported They felt a canng commitment from adults who were mterested m 

them and welcomed their oplillons Rutter (1983) makes the pomt that the 

research evidence to date suggests that the protecuve effect of miugatmg 

factors depend more on the quality, strength and secunty of the relauonships 

rather than on the parucular person with whom the relauonship happens to 

be formed This is consistent with the expenence of the paruopants of my 

study because the parucipants expenenced these supportive relauonships 

with adults who were not the1r parents Not havmg a quality relationship 

with their parents did not preclude them from havmg quality relauonships 

with other adults 

The parucipants of my study talked about adults gomg the extra mile for 

them as evidence of a carmg commitment It was a sense that the adults were 

doggedly determmed to make sure that the youth got what they needed For 

Brenda, it was the determmauon of her art therapist to ensure she had an 

opporturuty to contmue her therapy that signaled this extra effort For John, 

it was the extraordmarily measures his sooal worker took to ensure that not 

only did he have several options from which to choose when deodmg on a 

placement, but that she arranged for hrm to stay m a safe, neutral place until 

he had made his deosion, thereby elllillilaUng any pressure to choose Steve 

identified this extra effort when his sooal worker remmded him frequently, 

without cnticism or m1unctions, that he had the optlon of getung his teeth 

fixed while he was m care, thereby savmg himself enormous expense at some 

future date The B C Ombudsman ( 1994) discussed this issue m her paper when 

she talked of young people wanting adults to "go to bat" for them The youth 

mterviewed, like the partiopants of my study, did not have the benefit of their 

parents advocatmg on their behalf They needed adults who understood them 

and were willmg to go to extra lengths to help them get what they needed The 

BC Ombudsman (1994) states 

The pamful expenence of some young people is that their 
parents, for many complex reasons, may not have the confidence, 
ability, willingness or resources to go to bat for them (p 8) 

She quotes a young person who stated "the M1mstry of Sooal Services drops 

you as soon as you get mto the corrections system" (p 13) as an example of the 

frustration young people feel when adults don't go to bat for them Another 

youth m the BC Ombudsman (1994) d1scuss1on paper made a plea, "don't give 

up on us so easily" (p 14) This is consistent with what the partlcipants of my 
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study were saying about the importance of havmg adults "go the extra nnle" as 

a means of demonstratmg a carmg comnntment Raychaba ( 1993) also 

addressed this issue and the importance of this extra effort m helpmg young 

people with problems He states 

The chances of counsellmg and therapy for abused youngsters 
bemg effect.1Ve are greatly enhanced when they are helped to 
develop strong, reciprocal, long-lastmg attachment relat1onsh1ps 
with "1rrat1onal advocates", carmg adults who the youth feel 
"will go to unreasonable lengths for them", grown-ups who, m 
Bronfenbrenner's (1977) words are "really crazy" about the 
children and youth they care for (p 99) 

Raychaba ( 1993) quotes a young person who sums up the issue rucely 

Like she's very conservative but out of all the workers at the 
agency she's the rebel She always went out on a hmb for me 
You know, she always went out of her way to help whatever way 
she could We still keep m contact now which 1s really great 
because I was afraid that after I really wouldn't have much 
contact with her any more (p 62) 

Raychaba (1988) discusses the issue from the perspecuve of young people 

leavmg state care and feehng isolated, lonely and abandoned by caregivers 

who are no longer mandated to provide support and thus Just drop out of the 

youths' hves There was no comnntment from the welfare system to go the 

extra rnlle for the youth to provide post care serv1ees The B C Mlllistry of 

Social Services recogruzed this issue several years ago and m an effort to 'be 

there' for the young people leavmg state care, developed a post-maJonty 

service designed to provide that extra comnntment and support so necessary to 

the young people's development of self-worth and skills for mdependent 

hvmg 

The youth m my study talked about encouragement from adults as bemg 

an mtegral component of the theme carmg comrrutment Steve felt 

encouraged by his foster father who often remmded him that he had the 

capabilities to do whatever he wanted to do m hfe John felt encouraged by his 

foster dad as well, when he was rennnded that he was smart and good-looking 

and should be out enJoymg hfe as a teenager Brenda felt encouraged by her 

art therapists who often complemented her on her artwork and poetry and 

encouraged her to use the medmm of art to express herself This need for 

encouragement 1s reflected m many studies mvolvmg the perspecuve of 

youth (BC Mlllistry of Education, 1992, Canadian Mental Health, 1992, Report 
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of the Commuruty Panel Fanuly and Chtldren's Services Legislation, 1992, 

Raychaba , 1993, 1988) The Canadian Mental Health (1992) talked of the 

importance of encouragement m terms of appreciatlng youth for their 

accomplishments They state 

It is very important to be recogruzed for one's accomplishments, 
whether as an mdividual or as part of a group Young people 
need more than Just a pat on the back They need to know and 
hear that they are really appreciated by adults for the 
contnbutions they make (p 8) 

The BC Mirustry of Education ( 1992) report remforced what the participants 

of my study had to say about need.mg encouragement from adults as a 

component of the adult's canng comrmtment to them The students felt most 

comfortable partiopatmg m classes where they were encouraged by the 

teacher to share their opmions, and where the teacher acknowledged them 

and valued their responses The B C Mlrustry of Education report md1eated a 

strong correlation between the student environment and the student 

satisfaction with the extent to which their school helped the student learn A 

positive school environment was one where students felt encouraged by the 

teachers and where their participation m class was valued 

The partiopants m my study talked about havmg fun with adults as a 

component of the canng commitment of adults Brenda talked of the thnll of 

havmg fun with her foster parents when she first came mto care, m contrast 

to what she had expenenced with her biological parents Steve talked of all 

the fun things he did with his foster dad, like gomg out for meals 

spontaneously, wandermg around shoppmg malls etc as evidence of his foster 

dad's canng commitment John talked of havmg fun with his foster father m 

terms of situng around talk.mg and hstemng to music together, as an 

enJoyable expenence Raychaba (1993) also talked about the importance for 

young people of havmg fun with adults as a necessary component of a positive 

relationship between youth and adults He quotes one young person who 

stated, "my last social worker was Just fabulous Like she wasn't my sooal 

worker She was more hke one of my best fnends we would go out for a 

coffee or whatever " (p 62) For young people, havmg fun can be as simple as 

talk.mg with adults Raychaba (1993 ) quotes one young person who knew what 

he needed from adults, "you need someone who'll be there, who you can be 

fnends with, who you can talk to, shoot the shit You know" (p 63) 
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The elements of the theme canng commitment as components of the 

expenence of bemg heard for the partlcipants of my study is consistently 

reflected m literature on social, empowerment and children's nghts The 

participants of my study have identified actions and qualltles m adults that 

have been stated by other youth The components of the participants' 

expenence of carmg coffiffiltment is reflected clearly and consistently m this 

literature 

Feeling safe, protected and not 1udged 

The theme feehng safe, protected and not Judged as expenenced by the 

participants of my study is charactenzed by the participants' trust m adults 

that they were safe to express themselves without fear of reJection or 

abandonment or bemg shamed The participants needed an opportumty to 

express feelmgs of anger and hurt that they had when they came mto care 

They could only do this with adults who were non-Judgmental and able to 

commumcate to them that lt was safe to state their opm10ns and to be 

themselves The partlcipants needed space sometlmes so that they could 

commumcate with adults and make decisions based on their own tlmelmes, not 

those of the adults They didn't 11.ke feelmg pressured to talk or to participate, 

before they felt ready to do so The participants felt safe with adults who were 

able to provide this kind of climate, even though they recogruzed that adults 

need to set lmuts The wanted limits to be set m a respectful way however 

For the participants of this study, feehng safe, protected and not Judged 

by adults was cntical m their expenence of feeling heard The participants 

had expenenced a betrayal of trust by their biological parents To varying 

degrees, they needed to develop or re-establish a sense of trust with adults 

sigmficant to them before they could learn to speak up for themselves 

Brenda m particular, felt very mistrustful of adults based on the battenng she 

had suffered from her father and the abandonment from her mother for the 

first seven years of her life Brenda was temfied of saying anythmg when 

she came mto care, and was very fearful of all adults Brenda's art therapist 

was able to commurucate a sense of safety and protection to her, and Brenda 

began to feel trustlllg of her Through the medmm of art, Brenda was able to 

commurucate her thoughts and feelmgs Brenda was eventually able to learn 

to express herself verbally because of the trust she had bU1lt with her 

therapist and the sense of safety she felt when commumcating through her 

artwork 
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Brenda, unlike John and Steve, talked about feelmg a sense of safety and 

protection through the prayers of complete strangers Brenda did not know 

the people m her church who prayed for her, but she had a very strong and 

posiuve reaction to their prayers She told me that the strangers said thmgs 

about her that she felt were true and yet she does not know how they could 

have known She told me that their prayers made her feel very good Berndt 

( 1989) would refer to this as esteem support He uses the term esteem support 

to refer to statements or actions that convmce people of their own worth or 

value "This type of support has also been called emotional support, because its 

aim is to make people feel better about themselves or their life situation" (p 

310) Brenda's expenence is not consistent with the experience of the other 

participants, who felt good about themselves as a result of their relationships 

with people that they knew Brenda felt good about herself based on her sense 

that there was some positive spiritual power at work She was qmte specific 

that it was the prayers that made her feel good, not the sense that people cared 

enough about her to pray for her She stated "It was Just from them praymg 

over me 1t was mainly Just the prayer" Spirituality, or the role it plays m the 

hves of children and youth is not addressed m the chtldren's nghts literature 

Articles 14 and 30 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Chtld state that 

the child has a nght to freedom of religion The Convention does not however, 

specifically address children's spintuality Brenda's expenence has 

highllghted the issue of spintuality m children and youth and the apparent 

lack of recognition of this m the literature 

Feelmg safe, protected and not Judged was essential for John as well m 

leammg to trust adults and to feel safe to speak up John had many negative 

expenences with adults and felt shamed and humtliated by his foster parents 

m the home where he hved for eight years John says that he felt worthless 

and mcapable of speakmg up m that home Yet, John felt safe and not Judged 

m his last foster home and was not afraid of negative repercussions when he 

violated house rules John believes that It was m th.is home that he learned to 

speak his mmd and to trust that his foster father would not Judge him harshly 

John's need for space was respected and not mterpreted as wrong or bad, as It 

had been m his earher home 

Steve needed to feel safe, protected and not Judged so that he could begm 

to feel more m control of his hfe Steve, unlike John and Brenda, did not have 

difficulty speakmg up when he came mto care, but he felt mistrustful of adults 
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whom he felt controlled him It was through the relationship with his foster 

father, where he felt safe, not Judged and a sense of trust, that Steve was able 

to develop a sense of control over hls own life Steve's need for space was 

respected by hls foster father Steve was able to eventually let out hls angry, 

hurt feelings about his parents m the safety of hls relationshlp with his foster 

father 

The participants came mto care feelmg powerless, based on their age 

and lack of a close nurtunng relationship with their parents By learnmg to 

trust adults, the participants were able to become more confident and to 

become more aware of their power as human bemgs There were becommg 

empowered Lord ( 1989) defmes personal empowerment as "the process 

whereby md1v1duals feel mcreasmgly m control of their own lives, mcludmg 

the resources they need to live m the commumty with dlgruty (p 1) Lord 

notes that no one factor creates a sense of powerlessness, rather 1t 1s a butld up 

of expenences and factors that create situations where people feel they have 

very little control One result of bemg powerless and dependent 1s people's 

disconnectedness from their commuruty of family, peers or neighbours The 

participants m my study were disconnected from all of these commuruties 

Lord ( 1989) believes that service support 1s helpful and rmportant for some 

people m their process of personal change This 1s consistent with what the 

participants talked about regardmg the kmd of relationships they needed 

from adults He states that 

For many research part1C1pants, one-to-one support was cntical 
Sometimes this support came from a fnend or a peer who may 
have acted as a mentor Other trmes, 1t was a service worker who 
provided the support When people mentioned services that 
contributed to their empowerment, they 1dentlf1ed services that 
were personalized, mteractive, and that gave them a sense of 
control They never mentioned congregate, bureaucratic, or 
mstitutlonalized services as bemg helpful The health or soCial 
service worker who provided s1gmficant one-to-one support was 
charactenzed as "a good listener", "an equal", "a gmde" and as a 
person "who really cares" (p 1) 

Thls is consistent with what the partiCipants of my study were saymg 

Lord ( 1989) suggests that the process to empowerment almost always 

mcludes a change m the person's environment or context, often mvolvmg a 

new person or people m the context As the empowerment process evolves, 

many people fmd that their growmg awareness of their own capacities and 

nghts helps them develop a sense of personal control and competence 
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Lord ( 1989) fmds that the process of personal empowerment has several 

important components a tngger, a change m context, awareness of opt10ns, 

and partlcipatlon At each state there are cntical supports or resources that 

may be needed for advancement Pmderhughes ( 1983) suggests that 

powerlessness comes from the failure of the larger social system to provide 

needed support and resources For the partlcipants of my study, the process of 

empowerment began through the trusting relationship with an adult where 

the partlcipants felt safe, protected, cared for and not Judged Their sense of 

worth grew and they began to see themselves as people with some power This 

empowerment process was an mtegral component of the expenence of havmg 

a v01ce and feelmg heard for the participants 

For the partlopants of my study, feelmg safe, protected, not Judged and 

developmg a sense of trust m adults who were able to give them space and to 

set llffilts respectfully was echoed by the youth partlcipants m a number of 

studies For example, the youth m the B C Mrmstry of Educatlon ( 1992) survey 

addressed the safety and non-Judgmental issue when the youth talked of 

feelmg uncomfortable m sharmg their opm10ns m classes where they were 

ndiculed for mcorrect responses The students did not feel well-served by the 

school when they felt afraid to state their opimon 

The participants of my study felt nustrust towards adults because of the 

bad expenences they had had with their b10logical parents Similarly, trust 

was an important issue for the youth partlcipants m the Report of the 

Commumty Panel Fanuly and Chtldren's Services (1992) The youth talked of 

the nustrust they felt towards a system supposedly there to serve them Many 

youth talked of disclosmg abuse mformation to a worker and then feelmg 

betrayed when the worker immediately told other people The youth talked of 

feelmg anxious and nustrustful about someone havmg a secret file of them 

And they talked of their fears m speakmg up about situations that were 

troublmg them, for fear of not bemg believed or fear of repnsal The youth 

talked of the importance of bemg given space by adults, bemg offered a safe 

place by adults where they could "chill out" dunng a cnsis with their fanuly 

Sinularly, the youth participants m Raychaba's (1993) study talked 

about trust bemg a key issue for them Many youth were unhappy with what 

they perceived to be a betrayal of trust by adults - disclosmg abuse to one 

teacher for example, often meant that all the teachers knew about It The 

youth talked of bemg pushed and coerced mto treatment and of bemg left out 
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of the plannmg They talked of feehng pressured by therapists mto d1sclosmg 

abuse and of not bemg given any space to proceed at a pace more comfortable 

to them The youth didn't like bemg pushed mto treatment programs where 

they found the hm1t settmg to be ng1d, unfair and disrespectful The youth 

talked of the transience of placements and relationships to adults mterfenng 

with the establishment of a trust.mg relationship with adults 

Consistent with what the part:Icipants of my study were saymg, the 

youth partiopants m the Canadian Mental Health Assoc1auon ( 1992) study 

talked of the importance of feeling secure m the1r relationships with adults, 

free from pam and danger They stated that 

All young people need to feel safe from harm whether It be the 
danger of unsafe neighborhoods, family violence, assault, rape, 
neglect or abuse young people need to know that they will not 
be abandoned, neglected or abused And they need to know that 
there 1s help available when problems become too difficult to 
handle alone (p 9/ 10) 

Trust was important to the youth m Canadian Mental Health Assooation (1992) 

study One youth stated 

I never thought anybody cared about me, I Just didn't take them 
senously Until I learned to trust people, I never reahzed how 
important that was Now 1t feels good to know I can trust someone 
and they can trust me for the f1rst time m my life I really do feel 
cared for (p 6) 

As with the part:Iopants of my study, these youth needed to feel safe and 

secure with an adult to begm to trust them 

Bowlby ( 1971) suggests that secure attachments formed m childhood are 

the basis of an adults' ability to form sooally supporuve relationships The 

partiopants of my study did not have secure attachments with their b10log1cal 

parents and they had all had some bad expenences m other relationships with 

adults Their need to feel safe and not Judged, and to trust and be trusted 1s 

understandable Warm, canng relationships with adults allowed the 

paruopants to trust enough to let out their hurt and anger, without fear of 

re1ection or abandonment Interestingly, Steve found 1t easier than John and 

Brenda to begm to trust adults and to form good relationships with them Steve 

came mto care at 16 years of age John found It extremely diffICult to trust 

adults, and still does to this day John came mto care at age 2 and hved m many 

different homes until he was 1 7, when he fmally lived m a home that he hked 

One could speculate that, based on Bowlby's posltlon, Steve 1s the more hkely of 
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the two to form satisfymg relationships with adults Just based on the fact that 

there was some secure attachment m his early chtldhood This could have 

implications for practice m the chtld welfare field because although many 

governments have recogmzed the need for a stable home for a chtld and the 

need for long-range plannmg, It appears that lt has not been pnonzed when 

one looks at the frequency of moves of many young people, from the trme they 

enter care (Raychaba, 1988, 1993) 

The participants of my study saw respectful llnnt settmg as part of 

feel.mg safe, protected and not Judged They had expenences where they had 

v10lated house rules and had been held accountable, yet they felt fairly 

treated John talks of feeling disappomted at not bemg able to dnnk m the 

house, yet he was happy with the way his foster father handled the rule 

v10lauon Steve talked about how foolish he felt for overdosmg on l.SD, and yet 

how supportive, non-Judgmental and reassurmg his foster father had been 

Brenda talked of feelmg good about the way her foster parents helped her 

understand why they wouldn't allow her to do certain thmgs 

The respectful hnnt-setting that the participants of my study 

expenenced as part of feelmg safe is echoed by the youth m the Canadian 

Mental Health Association (1992) study when they discussed their need for 

mterdependence with adults The youth made 1t clear that they understood 

that mterdependence implies hnnts on decis1on-makmg and md1v1dual nghts 

They welcomed the linnt settmg as a component of feelmg mterdependent 

with adults They made the pomt also that they see participation with others m 

decision-makmg as essenual Interesungly, the paruc1pants of my study did 

not talk m terms of part1c1paung m the dec1s1on makmg They were seemg 

the issue of llnnt settmg from the standpomt of adults treating them fairly and 

respectfully, rather than from a standpomt of their nght to participate One 

has to wonder how much their v1ewpomt was mfluenced by their s1gmf1cant 

sense of powerlessness due pnmartly to their negative expenences at a very 

young age with their prrmary caregivers Part1c1pauon m dens1on makmg is, 

none the less, rmphcit m respectful hnnt settmg simply by virtue of the 

necessity of an adult havmg awareness of what a young person would consider 

fair 

Consistent with the views of the part:1c1pants of my study, Raychaba 

(1993) addressed hmlt setting when he talked of youth who felt the llnnt 

setting m treatment programs were ng1d, unfair and disrespectful Garbanno 
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( 1980) also talked about lurut settrng as a beneficial and necessary component 

of an effecnve program for young people He states that 

The history of services for youths has been dormnated by a debate 
over the relanve importance of control versus support m those 
programs This is a false and rmsleadmg dichotomy Successful 
programs have recogmzed that young people need a healthy 
mixture of order and nurturance The two go hand m hand ma 
well-run program, a healthy family, and a soCiety that knows 
how to care for its youths (p 125) 

Garbanno's opiruon is consistent with what the parncipants of my study were 

saymg, although he did not elaborate on the reasons he believes that llrmt 

setnng is rmportant One can only assume also, that the hrmt-settmg he refers 

to is done m a respectful way 

The theme feehng safe, protected and not Judged is evident m literature 

on support and empowerment m terms of the necessity of children and youth 

havmg close, nurtunng, trustmg relationships with sigmficant adults m 

their lives, leadmg to an mcrease m their sense of personal worth and power 

Hutchlson and McGill ( 1990) state that "people who are valued and nurtured by 

family, fnends and soCiety have a better chance of becoming empowered The 

self-help movement often plays a cnt1cal startmg pomt for mdividuals who 

are alienated from soCiety" (p 8) Freire (1985), quoted m Lord (1989) , 

strengthens this pomt when he states "the nature of relationships between 

people is a reflection of the valumg that is present Our language and non­

verbal commumcat10n contribute to the empowerment process through an 

emotional urnon between persons'' (p 8) 

Help m gettmg what I need 

The theme help m gettmg what I need is about the tangible support the 

part1C1pants m my study needed from adults The parncipants didn't always 

know what resources were available to them or m fact what resources even 

should be a\atlable to them They needed help from adults m learnmg about 

their ent1tlements, and how to access them, whether it was enntlement to an 

extra clothmg allowance, or to some dental services The part1C1pants 

sometimes had difficulty gettmg what they needed and required adults to take 

acnon on their behalf to achleve this They appreciated adults who nudged 

them along to get what they needed themselves 

The parncipants of my study were talk.mg about gettrng support from 

adults m helpmg them get what they needed, whether that meant the adult 
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encouraged them to do it themselves, or whether the adult did it for them The 

theme is reflected m literature on support and empowerment and mcludes the 

nouon of advocacy 

Berndt ( 1989) defmes mstrumental or tangible support as "the 

provis10n of resources or services that are necessary for solvmg practical 

problems'' (p 311) He makes the pomt that the percepuon of available 

support may help mdividuals to handle stress more effectively because lt can 

mcrease a person's confidence that they have or can obtain resources that 

they need to handle a problem Belle ( 1989) defmes sooal support as 

"resources that are provided by other people and that anse m the context of 

mterpersonal relauonships" (p 1) The benefit of support has been stated m 

the discuss10n of the theme carmg commitment The kmd of help the 

paruopants of my study were lookmg for from adults, is one type of support 

Brenda needed help m gettmg her braces Steve needed help m gettmg rus 

teeth fixed and John needed help with his schoolv.ork The parucipants did 

not always get the help they needed and this lack of help contributed to their 

sense that they were not bemg heard by adults 

Pmderhughes ( 1983) defmes power "as the capacity to influence the 

forces which affect one's life space for one's own benefit" (p 332) She states 

further that "powerlessness is the mcapaoty to exert such mfluence lack of 

power is painful to vicums No one wants to feel powerless" (p 332) The 

partiopants of my study felt powerless Frequently they didn't know how to go 

about getung the services or resources they needed They often did not know 

what services or resources were available to them They needed mformauon 

from adults on what was available and how to get it This is consistent with 

literature on support and empowerment 

Lord ( 1989), m his discussion on empowerment, noted that there are 

several charactenst1cs or conditions wruch exist when people are m the 

process of becommg empowered He states 

The idea of bemg able to get other to do what you want them to do 
or carry out your own desires, despite resistance, is defmed as 
power closely related to the idea of power is feelmg a sense of 
control over one's life Havmg choices and makmg decisions 
about one's own life are rmportant for people to be mvolved m 
the process of empowerment (p 8) 

The partlopants of my study were m effect askmg for help from adults m the 

process of personal empowerment They mstmcuvely knew that havmg 
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mformat10n about services and resources available to them was m effect 

havmg power It meant that they could make mformed decisions about what 

they wanted or needed 

The help the parucipants needed from adults m gettmg the services and 

resources necessary is discussed m BC Ombudsman ( 1994) who states that 

"advocacy is seen as necessary to advance young people's nghts, mterests and 

viewpomts" (p 6) The B C Ombudsman recogruzes that "children and youth 

are vulnerable, powerless" and notes that 'cluldren and youth compnse a 

permanent, and vulnerable mmonty group withm our soCiety In law 

children consutute a dependent and legally mcompetent group" (p 13) The 

BC Ombudsman (1994) states that "children do not have the personal power, 

skills or resources of other mmonty or mterest groups" (p 13) In an effort to 

rmtigate the power imbalances, so that children are well served, the 

Ombudsman suggests strengthenmg the natural and self-advocacy for young 

people She makes the pomt that self-advocacy, that is, learnmg to get what 

one needs oneself and to suck up for one's nghts, is an important hfe skill that 

needs to be taught to children and youth Tlus pomt is reflected m what the 

participants of my study were saymg They wanted help from adults 

(advocacy) m getung what they needed and they wanted adults to nudge them 

along to get what they needed themselves (self-advocacy) The importance of 

what the parUCipants were saymg cannot be overstated and is reflected at 

length m the children's nghts literature These youth were commg from a 

position of powerlessness by vrrtue of therr age and the mcapacity of their 

parents to act as natural advocates for them They needed adults who would 

advocate on their behalf and they needed adults who would teach them to 

advocate for themselves 

Slffillarly, this viewpomt is shared by youth m many studies mvolvmg 

youth parucipants The Canadian Mental Health AssoCiauon ( 1992) talked of 

needmg adult help to outlme their ch01ces for them so that they could learn to 

make appropnate deosions that would give them a sense of control over their 

hves Raychaba (1993) quotes McFadden (1989) ma discussion on 

empowerment, which is consistent with what the parucipants of my study said 

about bemg nudged along by adults 

If we are to tlunk senously and productively about empowenng 
young people m care, we must exarnme the ways m wluch they 
may be assisted to mfluence the forces which control therr lives 
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This does not mean advocating for the child, unless he is to young 
to speak for himself Rather, n means bracmg ourselves for a 
rad1Cal shift m our manner of 'helpmg' Rather than domg for 
them, we must instead give them the skills, then qmetly step aside 
so that they can gain power for themselves Perhaps we are 
standing behind, supportmg them Perhaps we offer techrucal 
assistance or consultat10n when asked But to truly empower, we 
must stop making the densions and plans for youth Instead, we 
can help strengthen them to demand and acqmre what is their 
nght - equal resources, opporturuty equal to that of other 
children not in care, Just laws and ch01ce to determme their 
lives (p 45) 

The youth m Raychaba (1988) saw empowerment as a pnonty for themselves 

The youth wanted to share m the dension-makmg process and they wanted 

responsib1.hty They believed that participatmg m decisions would help them 

develop responsibility for their behav10r and to develop self-confidence, self­

esteem and the capab1.hties to function mdependently This is not mconsistent 

with what the partiopants of my study were saymg 

The theme of help m gettmg what I need, which mvolves the 

components of adults takmg action, nudging the youth, and letting them know 

of their entitlements is clearly reflected m hterature on support and 

empowerment Many current studies involvmg youth participants addressed 

these components as well (Raychaba, 1993, 1988, Canadian Mental Health 

Association, 1992, Gouvernement du Quebec, 1984, Report on the Commumty 

Panel, 199 2) 

Helom dealmg with my problems 

The theme help m dealing with my problems as a component of the 

expenence of bemg heard for the partinpants of my study is about the help 

the participants needed m dealmg with therr problems, both emotional and 

those that anse m the natural course of human bemgs relating to one 

another, for example, fighting with fnends The partiopants recogmzed that 

they lacked effective problem-solvmg skills and they needed adults who were 

there to help them deal with therr problems The partlcipants had ways of 

problem-solving that they did not find useful or helpful For example, Steve 

used to get angry and want to fight when he had a problem, John used to get 

depressed and withdraw and Brenda Just got very agitated and upset when 

faced with a problem They partlcipants wanted adults to give them helpful 

feedback about what they were domg and how n was impacung on their hves 

They needed help rn understandmg and seemg the various optlons they had so 
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that they could make mformed decisions about what to do Somet:unes they Just 

needed advice 

This theme is also reflected m literature on support and empowerment 

Berndt (1989) talks about this kmd of help as mformauonal support, which he 

defmes as "advice or guidance that is helpful m copmg with problems" (p 

311) He suggests that one way of assessmg mformatlonal support is knowmg 

that "when I need suggesnons for how to deal with a personal problem, I know 

there is someone I can turn to" (p 311) or to ask the question "if you had a 

problem at home or at school, would you tell ______ about 1t7" (p 311) The 

benefits of feelmg support from someone have already been discussed m this 

chapter The parncipants wanted support from adults who would be able to 

help them sort through their problems and fmd a solutlon They were also 

askmg to have adults outlme their ch01ces so that solunons could become more 

obvious to them They wanted feedback from adults because they knew that 

the perspective of someone whom you respect and trust can be helpful m 

sheddmg new light on possible solutions to a problem Somenmes the 

part1C1pants felt at a loss m how to approach a problem and then they wanted 

advice from adults What is very clear is that the partlcipants mstlncuvely 

wanted to learn effecuve problem solvmg skills They were askmg for help 

from adults m developmg these skills The parucipants were asking for help 

m their process of empowerment Savo ( 1983) strengthens the viewpomt of 

the part1C1pants of my study when he says 

Empowerment requires respect for what people already know and 
can do, strengthenmg the person's sense of mtegnty m health 
care, and teachmg problem-posmg as well as problem-solvmg 
skills (p 19) 

The theme help m dealmg Wlth my problems is reflected m many of the 

studies mvolvmg youth partiC1pants The youth m Raychaba ( 1993) talked of 

needmg mformanon about opuons avatlable to them The youth m the 

Canadian Mental Health Associanon ( 1992) talked of needmg adults to help 

them outlme their ch01ces for them so that they could learn to make 

appropnate deC1sions that would give them a sense of control over their lives 

They wanted guidance from adults m learnmg how to solve their problems 

Similarly, the youth m Raychaba (1988) talked of needmg counsellmg and 

support from adults to deal with their emononal needs m preparauon for 

separanon and mdependence from the chtld welfare system The youth m 
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Gouv du Quebec ( 1984) talked of needmg adult help m butldmg and enhancmg 

their self-esteem They also wanted help from adults in reestablishing good 

commumcauon with their parents 

Tlus theme is clearly reflected in literature on support and 

empowerment and m many studies involvmg youth parucipants 

Intmtive knowing 

The theme mtu1t1ve knowmg is an essenual part of feeling heard for 

the paruopants of my study The parucipants expressed strong feelings about 

knowing on a visual and intmuve level when they were bemg heard by adults 

They believe that body language and posture and a wtlllngness to have eye 

contact are mdicauve of whether or not they were being listened to They all 

believed that adults who acted m genuine ways, without pretensions or phony 

affect, were hstemng to them They felt this attentiveness, or lack of lt, on 

both a visual and mtuitlve level They talked, for example, of sensmg that 

av01ding eye contact and fidgeting meant that they were not being listened to 

Robm and Foster ( 1989) pomt out m their discussion of problem behaviors in 

commumcat1on, that people who fatl to make eye contact, are fidgeting, 

movmg relentlessly. or gestunng whtle being spoken to are demonstrating 

mappropnate commumcating behaviors They descnbed these behaviors as 

"interferences with effecuve verbal problem-solvmg behav10ur" (p 134) 

This is consistent with what the paruopants of my study were saying 

Companson of Fmdmgs to UN Convenuon 

states 

Arucle 12 of the Umted Nations Convenuon on the Rights of the Child 

States Parnes shall assure to the cluld who is capable of formmg 
his or her own views the nght to express those views freely in all 
matters affecung the cluld, the views of the chtld being given 
due weight in accordance with the age and matunty of the cluld 

For this purpose, the cluld shall m parucular be provided the 
opportumty to be heard m any Judicial and adrmmstatlve 
proceedings affectmg the child, either directly, or through a 
representative or an appropnate body, in a marmer consistent 
with the procedural rules of nauonal law 
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Wtlson ( 1994) states that the U N Convenuon is "a step forward m 

comparison with other mstruments for the protecuon of chtldren and 

marufests the mcreasmg respect for human nghts of their group of human 

bemgs m the mternauonal field" (p 1 5) He states further that 

The Convenuon on the Rights of the Chtld is said to be the first 
mternational mstrument that explicitly provides for children to 
have a nght to be heard m processes affecting their hves 
Arucle 12 requires that member states look beyond the tradiuonal 
nouons of chtldhood (p 1 6) 

How do the findmgs of this study compare to Article 12 of the UN Convenuon 

on the Rights of the Child ( 1989)7 Not surpnsmgly, each youth recalled 

expenences of bemg heard by adults and each youth recalled expenences of 

bemg ignored or stlenced by adults m matters important to them The 

sigmf1eance of the fmdmgs is that the youths' ability to exercise their nght to 

be heard appears to be conungent upon adults allowmg them to exercise this 

nght This is consistent with the hterature on children's nghts and is 

applicable to all children and youth, not Just those m state care The BC 

Ombudsman ( 1993) stated recently m her discussion paper on advocacy that 

Young people have the nght to be treated with respect, honour 
and affecuon because they (nghts) are mextricably lmked to 
their humanness Like all malienable nghts, they belong to the 
person, and are not condiuonal on others declanng their 
enutlement to them, and belong to them despite their behav10ur 
(p 32) 

Some adults m these youths' hves were very empowenng and respectful and 

some adults were very disempowenng and disrespectful The powerlessness of 

children is one reason for the apparently uneven extent to which children 

are heard b) adults m authonty Vittachi, the Deputy Execuuve Drrector of 

UNICEF (m Boyden & Hudson ( 1985) stated 

Why have children's nghts never been implemented? Why has a 
world full of parents been unable to keep any of its prorruses to 
children? Because chtldren have no votes They have no 
pohtical power They lack even the other kmd of power wh1eh 
comes from the barrel of a gun (p 10) 

The UN Convention has laid out the nghts of chtldren m pnnciple yet the 

mechanisms for children and youth to consistently exercise these nghts is 

rather elusive Enforcement mechanisms to ensure that these nghts are 

bemg exerozed are madequate (BC Ombudsman, 1993, 1990) The willingness 

95 



of our governments to try to remedy the madequate enforcement mechamsms 

is not strong, as pointed out m the recently published Human Rights 

Directorate (1994) which states 

In the view of the Government of Canada there may be a 
distmcuon between adrmmstrative or Judicial dec1s1ons that 
directly affect the chtld and those which do so only mdirectly 
Furthermore, the implementation of article 12 m areas other 
than famtly law, such as lffiffilgration, is expected to be a gradual 
one in Canada In the area of famtly law, increased participation 
of children in custody proceedings, and in particular the matter 
of independent legal representation of chllden m court, raise a 
number of concerns, mcludmg cosiderations of cost, concerns 
about a child's ability to mstruct counsel and possible damagmg 
effects of ask.mg a child to choose between parents (p 13) 

Canada has ratified the Convention and Bnnsh Columbia is apparently 

m substantial compliance with the Charter It is apparent however, that the 

wtll to develop these necessary enforcement mecharusms is not strong 

Further, lt is clear that efforts must be made m trammg professionals to have 

the kmd of attitude and commurucation skills that will enable youth to be 

heard The findmgs of this study mdicate that the ability of children to 

exercise their nghts continues to be based largely on the benevolence of 

adults m authonty 

Implications for Polley and Practice 

The most sigmficant fmdmg of this study m terms of pohcy and 

practice, reinforced m the support and empowerment literature, is the plea 

from young people to have relationships with adults that are charactenzed by 

the adults' commitment to them, their carmg and respect for them, and their 

wtlhngness to help and encourage the youth to develop the skills necessary to 

survive m an adult world The participants were asking to be included They 

wanted to be valued and respected as persons m their own nght worthy of 

bemg listened to, and they wanted to have their oplillons taken senously 

They were not asking to make all the deosions m matters unportant to them, 

but the youth were asking to be mcluded m the decision-making process 

Coleman m Benard (1987) states that 

The most fundamental task for educators and parents is linking 
children mto our social fabnc Our task is "to look at the whole 
fabnc of our society and say, "Where and how can children be­
lodged m this society7 Where can we fmd a stable psychological 
home for children where people wtll pay attention to them7" (p 
6) 
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The part1c1pants of this study talked about feelmg heard by adults who listened 

to them, respected them, encouraged them and helped them The participants 

were clear m what they wanted and needed from adults m order to feel like 

worthwhtle human bemgs with a pos1t1on m society The importance and 

benefit of mcludmg a histoncally margmahzed segment of our society mto 

the mamstream has been amply documented dunng the past decade by, for 

example, fennrusts (Gtlligan, 1982, Schaef, 1981, Laidlaw, Malmo & Associates, 

1990) and First Nations people (Maracle, 1993) Children and youth need to feel 

like mamstream members of the society m which they hve, but do not possess 

the tools of adult margmahzed groups 

How can change be accomplished? As m most situations where a group 

of people feel left out or sllenced, I thmk that the remedy to facilitate 

mclusion 1s a fundamental shut m the attitude of mam-stream society 
Collectively, we as adults need to value our chtldren and youth We must 

believe that chtldren and youth have the capacity and need to participate 

more fully and to assess their own needs We need to mitigate the power 

imbalances that currently exist between adults and chtldren and youth and to 

alter our service structures so that the imbalances are reduced, and chtldren 

and youth can begm to feel more powerful We must create opporturuties so 

that children and youth can participate m meanmgful and constructive ways 

so that they can gam a sense of control over their own lives and develop and 

enhance the skills they need to cope m an adult world The legal imperative 1s 

already laid out m the Uruted Nauons Convention on the Rights of the Chlld 

There must also be a social/ psychological rmperauve for adults to bnng 

chtldren and youth mto our society as important members Wallerstem and 

Bemstem ( 1988) state 

Empowerment 1s a long-term process with many steps along the 
way, such as bmldmg self-esteem or part1c1pat1on m commumty 
organ1zmg efforts steps that appear important for empowenng 
changes m the population 1t serves are establishmg trust and 
butldmg on natural empathy for fnends to consolidate a support 
network, commurucaung expenences and feelmgs m a safe 
environment, promoting ab1hty to present their ideas to peers 
and adults, participatlng m cooperative acuons so mdlv1duals 
don't feel the burden of the problem alone, and fostenng cnucal 
thmkmg about the consequences of nsk-taklng acnons and 
about youth's role m society (p 388) 

In BC there is growmg mterest m mvolvmg children and youth m the 

development of policies and programs that are designed to serve them This 
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needs to be strengthened through network bmldmg and enhancement The 

Youth-m-Care Network is one example of a network that brmgs children and 

youth together to discuss issues of common mterest and concern The City of 

Victona Mayor's Task Force on Advocacy is another example of bnngmg youth 

together to share their ideas, as equals, with adults who have the power to 

make some changes m the service delivery structure The studies mvolvmg 

cluld and youth participants cited m the literature review m this chapter are 

examples of positlve directlons m mcludmg a consutuent group ma 

meanmgful way 

The prmciples of natural Justice must be mcluded m the service 

delivery system to all consumers m order to make th.ls a fair and Just society 

These pnnciples are 

1 The nght to be heard and to be consulted, 

2 The nght to know reasons for a decision, 

3 The nght to appeal a decis10n before an impartlal review panel 

(Yardley, 1981) 

The cnucal pomt that I drew from my analysis of the parucipants' 

expenences of bemg heard, is that the pnnciples of natural Jusuce did not 

appear to be a consistent expenence of youth withm the cluld welfare system 

Children and youth need to know about the principles of natural Justice and to 

understand how it can work for them Caregivers and service providers also 

need to know and be gmded by the pnnciples of natural JUstlce (BC 

Ombudsman, 1994, 1993) 

Pmderhughes (1983) discusses some of the issues that will anse if we as 

a powerful group look at meanmgful inclusion of a powerless group m our day 

to day lives and m the social fabnc of our nation 

Empowerment of chents and changing their vicum status means 
givmg up our positlon as benefactors we need also to understand 
that we, as benefactors, pay a high pnce to mamtain our power 
Fearful of the loss involved m giving up this power, and guilty 
about its unearned nature, we can also become unrealistlcally 
entltled, arrogant, and ngid Our rigidity means we have poor 
tolerance for differences m people and that we are blocked in 
bemg able to grow and expand our human potentlal (p 33 7) 

I support Pmderhughes' posiuon that we will all benefit from givmg up 

this unearned power No one wants to feel powerless The cost of keepmg 

groups of people ma state of powerlessness is too high We cannot afford the 

ume and cost of conunumg to isolate and margmahze members of our society 
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As serv1ee providers, our Job 1s too dauntmg to try to service d1sempowered 

people and mamtam these structures that contmue to d1sempower them By 

facilitatmg the growth and strengthenmg of support networks, by valumg all 

human bemgs, and by hstenmg to what d1sempowered people tell us about 

their needs, our Jobs will become much more manageable 

Freire ( 1987) offers some encouragement about the pos1t1ve impact of 

mcremental steps towards empowerment of disenfranchised people 

While md1v1dual empowerment or the empowerment of some 
students, the feelmg of bemg changed, 1s not enough concemmg 
the transformation of the whole soCiety, It 1s absolutely necessary 
for the process of soCial transformation (p 109) 

The study part1c1pants, m their own words, made a number of 

suggestions for needed improvements m pohcy and practice 

1 Mutual respect 

Basically don't be afraid to share with one another you won't be 
afraid to share somethmg with someone if you respect each other 
and Its got to go both ways, it's not JUSt a one way thmg you can't 
commumcate effectively and share thmgs with one another 
without respectmg one another 

Respect for children m care 

2 Listen 

Kids want to be respected If I had my way, I would have a 
Famlly and Children's Services mm1stry m and of itself 1t would 
be a status m itself that bemg a youth m care 1s nothmg to be 
ashamed of you know Just because you don't live with your real 
parents doesn't mean you are bad or evil or somethmg 

If I feel I'm bemg humored, or 1f someone's not really llstenmg 
to me, I feel really msulted, and 1t really angers me I feel that 1f 
people aren't llstemng to what you have to say, you're wastmg 
your breath, and they should Just be open and honest and say, 
'I'm not hsterung to what you're saymg, like I don't care what 
you are saymg' and then you can go, 'well fme, I won't talk to 
you' 

Sometimes little kids' babble can have a lot of thmgs sort of 
hidden under the surface, and I think everything needs to be 
listened to 

3 Be empathetic 

Be willmg to hsten, be humble, be m touch with that youth that 1s 
ms1de you, you know, and don't be 'the adult' 
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4 Be open and flexible 

The 10 rules that they came up with rrught have been good for the 
20 or 30 kids that they had talked to, but there's you know, 
m1lhons of kids on this planet they're all different - no rule 
book can apply to every situation - hie 1f there's gomg to be a 
rule put down and the way our sooety 1s run there pretty much 
has to but they should be extremely general, really wide open 
and flexible 

5 Treat youth fairly, regardless of age or gender 

I feel that no matter what the age of the youth 1s, the adult should 
sull talk to them one on one, on an equal basis, no matter 
whether they're male or female 

6 Commumcate effectively 

I would teach them (adults) the "I'' statements 

7 Don't give up 

and even 1f the youth does lack a lot of commurucauon sktlls, 
even 1f he 1s sweanng, you can still d1g through that to see what 
1s going on 

8 Give youth mformauon about nghts and enutlements 

When we gave them (children in care) the basic nghts sheet, 
some of them didn't even realize that they were enutled to have 
full medical coverage 

I would make 1t mandatory that youth m foster homes have their 
own room, that they have a nght to see everything m their file, 
they have a nght to see pohcy manuals They have a nght not to 
be scared about asking about stuff hke this 

The youth talked about the importance of having mformat10n in 

wnung about their nghts and other matters important to them, hke the court 

process They all believed that they would be better able to make informed 

dec1s1ons and to become more mearungfully involved lf they had wntten 

mformat10n that could be explained to them lf they did not understand it The 

wntten mformauon would need to be readlly available and accessible to 

children and youth 

One youth talked about the rmportance of havmg a 'watch dog' type 

person available to children m care The youth saw It as an important 

funcuon of parenting which children m state care don't necessanly have 

access to The youth suggested that this watch-dog be accessible and available 

to chtldren and youth to provide an advocacy type funcuon For example, he 

suggested that this watch-dog contact each child or youth-in-care on a regular 
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basis to find out from them how thmgs are for them and where they need 

help ~ e Legislative Assembly of BC ( 1994) recently mtroduced Bill 45 

estabhshmg an Advocate for children, youth and their famihes receivmg 

servICes under the proposed Child, Famlly and Commuruty Service Act This 

legislation will hopefully address some of the concerns raised by the 

part1C1pants m this study 

The concepts of givmg vmce to children and youth, of keepmg them 

informed of their nghts, and of encouragmg their partiC1pation m matters 

rmportant to them have both practice and policy implications The study 

partiC1pants have articulated some helpful suggestrons to unprove the services 

provided to children and youth Looking beyond what the study participants 

had to say about practice issues, government policies could be reformed m 

order to facilitate practice changes If, as a matter of public policy, children 

and youth were seen to be important and necessary partiopants m the 

deC1sion-making process, then for example, when reformmg laws or drafting 

new legislation rmpacting on children and youth, information could be 

circulated to schools mvltlng comments from young people 

Children could be mformed of their nghts and taught ways of ensurmg 

that their nghts are respected if school curnculums included this 

mformation The media would be another opportumty to let young people 

know about their nghts Information booklets mforming children of their 

nghts could be dlstnbuted throughout schools, commuruty centres etc 

Children are consumers of many government services and having 

feedback from consumers is an rmportant aspect of service provider 

accountability and responsibility Having studies such as this one done on a 

regular and routine basis could become an rmportant part of program 

evaluation and accountability to funders and consumers alike Governments 

need to be accountable to the people they are servmg as well as to the 

taxpayer Melton and Lrmber ( 1992) suggest that 

In keepmg with the conviction that the least that people in 
power can do to build a sense of commuruty is to listen to those 
who are disenfranchised, the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child ( 198 9, Article 12) req U1res states-parties to ensure that 
children have the opporturuty to express their views about all 
matters concerning them Surely the spint of this provis10n goes 
beyond the nght to be heard in individual matters to the nght to 
vmce opimons on matters affecting children as a class In that 
regard, penodic systematic surveys of children themselves about 
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matters pertammg to their nghts rrught be an essentlal element 
of each natlon's implementatlon of the Convent1on (p 170) 

Seemg chtldren and youth as mdividuals with the nght to have 

opmions and preferences and to actlvely partlopate m matters affectlng them 

will require a change m attltude on the part of adults Mmow ( 1990) states 

that 

Including children as partlcipants alters their stance m the 
commumty, from thmgs or outsiders to members The assert10n 
of members accomplishes somethmg important but does not itself 
disturb or challenge unequal arrangements of poht1cal or 
economic power What, then, is the equality signaled by nghts 
discourse? The equality embodied by nghts claims is an equality 
of attentlon The nghts tradition sustams the call that makes 
those m power at least listen Rights - as words and as forms -
structure attention even for the claimant who is much less 
powerful than the authonties, and even for mdividuals and 
groups treated throughout the commuruty as unequal Unstated 
here are assumptions about the presumed standard for 
companson equal to whom7 An adult, white, competent male 
citizen is the likely reference But by mcludmg any who can 
speak the language of nghts and by signalmg deserved attention, 
nghts enable a challenge to unstated norms, to exclusion, and the 
exclusive perspectives Rights discourse implicates its users m a 
form of hfe, a pattern of sooal and political comrrutment (pp 
297-298) 

The youth m the study talked about the importance of adult attitudes m their 

feeling heard They all made it clear that they felt more skilled and competent 

than what adults often recogruzed m them The Task Force on the Child as 

Citizen (1978) hI.ghhghted this issue over a decade ago 

We have looked at our present attitudes towards the young and we 
have found that they denve from a distant past unrelated and 
unresponsive to today's realities It is time that we threw off the 
outdated attitudes that shackle us to that past It is time to move 
on to create the changes that WI.11 shape our future as a sane and 
humane society where the dignity of each mdiv1dual - of 
whatever age, ability, sex, race or rehg10n - will be recogmzed 
and respected (p 16) 

Perhaps the crux of what is needed to reform both policy and practice, is what 

one study partiopant called a change m 'mindset' Adult service providers, 

policy developers and poht1cians need to change their attitude to children m a 

way that values and respects chtldren as people, different but equal 

llrrutations of the Study 

This study is about the expenences of three former youth m care m 

havmg their views heard by adults, whtle they were m the care m B C The 
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study was conducted m Victona m 1994 The findmgs are not generahzable to 

all chtldren m care, nor are they generalizable to all children not llvmg in 

state care The study is bound by the time and space in which lt took place 

The study findmgs have been compared to current research and 

theones in the literature on support, empowerment and chtldren's nghts 

This companson ensures that the findings fit mto a context beyond the 

confines of this study Brown and Gtlllgan ( 1992) found m their study that 

Our claim, therefore, m presenting this work is not that the girls 
we spoke with are representative of all girls or some ideal sample 
of girls, but rather that we learned from thls group of girls and 
young women, and what we discovered seemed worthy of others' 
attention (p 23) 

Like Brown and Gtlllgan's study, the youth m thls study are not representative 

of all youth nor do they represent some ideal sample This study is about the 

stones of these three youth and provides a deeper understanding of their 

expenences m being heard by adults m authonty Illummating the 

expenence of even one person, so that the social world can be understood a 

little better, 1s an important achievement (Kirby & McKenna, 1989) This study 

gave v01ce to young people who are rarely heard 

Implications for Further Research 

There are not enough studies that seek to mcrease our knowledge and 

understandmg of the chtld's perspective Chlldren and youth are consumers 

of many state funded and operated services and their views and opiruons as 

consumers of these services are only JUSt begmmng to be recognized as 

important Raychaba ( 1988, 1993) has done several studies on the expenences 

of youth m care, usmg quahtative research methods There needs to be 

sigruficantly more research done m a systematic and ongoing basis, of the 

views and opm10ns of chlldren and youth regardmg their expenences m 

receiving states services (for example, education, health, child welfare) The 

research needs to be done usmg quahtative methods so that the v01ces of the 

chtldren and youth are not stlenced by the methodology The research 1s 

essential for two reasons Firstly, service providers must be held accountable 

to funders and to consumers for appropnate and effective programs Havmg 

young people evaluate the services they receive makes good sense Secondly, 

chtldren and youth are disempowered and margmahzed members of sonety If 

the goal of sonety 1s to value all citizens and encourage their parunpation m 
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matters affectmg them, then 1t also makes good sense to facilitate and value 

the mvolvement of children and youth m program plannmg and evaluauon, 

and policy development and reform 

The study parucipants raised the issue of spintuality m children and 

this needs to be researched further 

The study parucipants consisted of 2 males and 1 female It is not known 

to what extent, 1f any, gender played a part m the fmdmgs This needs to be 

researched further 

One study parucipant was a First Nations person and two paruopants 

were not Any cultural issues mfluencmg the parucipants' experiences of 

bemg heard were not explicit m the findmgs This issue needs to be 

researched further 

There needs to be more research done on the complextUes of the social 

support phenomenon so that we as pracuuoners can know more clearly how 

support networks work, and how they can benefit a variety of people, 

regardless of age, race or socio-economic status We need to learn how to 

facilitate the growth of support networks and to enhance their availability 

and accessib1.hty to the people with whom we are workmg 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore the expenences of three youth 

m havmg their views heard by adults dunng their ume m the care of the 

Superintendent of Family and Child Serv1Ces m BC Arucle 12 of the UN 

Convenuon on the Rights of the Chlld was used as a pomt of reference for 

exammmg the congruence between the youths' right to be heard and the 

youths' percepuons of their experience m bemg heard by adults dunng their 

tlme m care 

The aim of this research proJect was to explicate the phenomenon of 

'bemg heard' and to descnbe the essential components of bemg heard as the 

paruc1pants expnenced it 

This study has made a useful contnbuuon to the field of chlldren's 

nghts The phenomenological methodology of the study enabled the vmces of 

the youth to be heard and provided a deeper understandmg of the nature and 

meanmg of the participants' expenences m bemg heard, from the youths own 

life expenences and m their own words Chlldren and youth are often 

excluded from parunpaung as either producers or subJects of knowledge and 

this contnbuuon is sigmficant m terms of respectmg youth as teachers, as 
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consumers with a vital perspecnve about what is m their mterests and as 

evaluators of services supposedly designed to respond to their needs and 

mterests This study pomts to the importance of valumg youths' perspecnves 

enough to seek 1t out and listen to 1t The study has provided ms1ght mto a 

number of the youths' experiences and has raised quesnons for further 

research I shall conclude with Steve's thoughts on the matter 

Like that's the ulnmate thmg that 1t comes down to, was that, we 
were respected almost as equals I guess people we weren't 
talked to as kids, we were talked to as people you know and that's 
the biggest difference when dealmg with adults when you're a 
teenager It's Just llke that's what made me feel llke the respect 
was there - I wasn't bemg talked down to, nobody hkes that, 
ever and somenmes you have to deal with It at a Job or 
whatnot but the thmg 1s, 1s m your own home you shouldn't 
have to deal with bemg talked down to once any kid 1s shown 
respect, then they'll be more open and If they feel that they 
know exactly what 1s gomg on, then they'll be a little more 
responsible with how they deal with the s1tuanons that come up 
That Just makes sense 
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Appendix A 

Youth's Informed Consent to Participate m Research 

You are bemg mvited to part1opate ma research study The purpose of this 
study 1s to fmd out about the expenences of youth dunng their tlme m care 
(m BC) m havmg their opm1ons and views heard by adults (for example, 
caregivers, sooal workers, lawyers, teachers) I am a student at the Uruvers1ty 
of V1ctona, School of Social Work This research has been approved as the 
basis for my master's thesis 

If you deode to partiopate, you will be asked a set of mterv1ew quesnons about 
your expenences m bemg heard by adults, m matters that were important to 
you, whlle you were m care For example, you may be asked to descnbe what 
'bemg heard' means to you, the orcumstances under which you beheved your 
views were heard, and the circumstances under which you felt free to express 
your opm1ons You may refuse to answer any of the quesuons at any tlme 
There are no nght or wrong answers because what I am mterested m 1s the 
md1v1dual expenence of each youth m havmg their views heard 

There will be several mterv1ews dunng a 2 month penod, and they will be 
tape recorded to ensure all the mformanon 1s fully and accurately captured 
Once I have gathered the data for the study through the mterv1ews, I wtll be 
analyzmg the data by codmg words, themes and concepts as part of the 
analysis You will be asked to cnnque and modify my analysis of the data by 
havmg an opporturuty to read 1t and to provide feedback through a follow-up 
mterv1ew or mformal debnefmg sess10n Your cntique of my analysis will 
also be part of the research 

The mformation obtamed m connection with the mterv1ews will remam 
confidential The tapes will be coded with a number immediately following the 
mterview A transcnber will be rev1ewmg the tapes She/ he will be screened 
for conf1dent1al1ty All the tapes will be erased after the mformatlon 1s 
transcnbed Fictional names will be attached to each transcnpt for the report 
wnting 

Your participation 1s entirely voluntary If you have any questions about the 
research, or your nghts as a partiopant, please call Debby Jones at 385-2118 

Your signature below md1cates that you have read and understand the 
mformation provided above, that you have had time to ask questions about 1t, 
consult with anyone you wish, and that you willmgly agree to partiopate You 
may withdraw your consent at any tlme and discontinue partiopation at any 
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time You will receive a copy of tills form 

I acknowledge that I have received and reviewed the "Information Sheet" 

Name ______________ _ 

Signature _____________ _ 

Witness. ______________ _ 

Date~---------------



Appendix B 

Information Sheet for Youth about Proposed Research 

On Havmg Their Views Heard Wrule m the 

Care of the Supermtendent of Fanuly and Child Services 

The purpose of this study is to fmd out about some youth's expenences dunng 
their time m care m B C m havmg their views heard m matters affectmg 
them Through this study, I am aimmg at gammg a deeper understandmg of 
the nature and meanmg of the youth's expenences m havmg their views 
heard - what havmg their views heard means to them, what action or maction 
resulted m havmg their views heard, and the circumstances around how, 
when and why they were able to express their views ( or not) Trus research 
will be used as the basis of my master's thesis m partial fulfillment of the 
Umversity of Victona requirements 

The goals of my research are 

1) To learn how youth have expenenced having their views and opmions 
heard by adults m matters rmportant to the youth 

2) To ensure that youth m the study have the opportumty to have their 
v01ce heard and their comments recorded 

3) To raise awareness of the importance of the youth's perspective, as 
consumers of services 

I subscnbe to the etrucal conduct of research and to the protection at all trmes 
of the mterests, ph)isical comfort and safety of research participants 

Participating m the research process wtll provide the youth with an 
opporturuty to "tell their stones" and know that their expenences are valuable 
and important to a number of adults Some of these adults may be ma position 
to strengthen the efforts of vanous authonties to ensure that children have 
and mamtam the nght to express their views freely m all matters affectmg 
them, with their views bemg given due weight based on their age and 
matunty 

Several mdiv1dual interviews will be held over a two month penod, ma 
location agreed upon by all parties The mput of the youth wtll not be 
cnticized or challenged In the md1vidual mterv1ews, each youth wtll be 
mterviewed by myself and the mterview ½111 be tape recorded The mterviews 
will focus on the top1e of bemg heard and will be conducted m a 
conversational/discussion format rather than a question/ answer format I 
wtll be askmg the youth to share their expenences and opm1ons with me to 
help me understand the phenomena of bemg heard from their perspective 
The tape recordmg 1s done to ensure all mformation 1s accurate and complete 

Participation m this research is completely voluntary The youth may refuse 
to take part m any of the discussions, and may withdraw at any time Youth's 
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involvement m this research and all the mformation they provide will be 
confidential, and any identifying features will be deleted from their 
responses 

All tapes will be destroyed after the research proJect is completed A master 
11st of names W11l be seen only by myself and locked away to ensure 
confidentiality, and Will be destroyed upon completion of my thesis 

If you have any questions or concerns about this research or your 
partlc1pation, please feel free to contact Debby Jones at 385-2118 
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