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We, the Queensland Family and Child Commission (QFCO) youth researchers,
are excited to share the work we’ve been doing to identify what matters to children
in out-of-home care and to work towards more positive outcomes for them.

Between the 11 of us, we have more than one hundred different placement experiences in
foster care, kinship care, residential care, boarding school, supported independent living,
self-placing and homelessness. Some of our experiences were positive, but most were negative.

While our experiences have been diverse, what we have in common is that we don’t want others
to go through the negative things we went through—it’s as simple as that.

We want a different future for kids in care.

We want a future where there isn’t such a vast difference in outcomes between kids in care
and kids living at home with their parents. Where kids in care have the same opportunities

as every other child in Queensland, and more kids have a posl

We want a future where kids in care are heard when they sp

tive experience in care.

eak up. Where they are believed,

understood, and helped to solve problems and make their circumstances better.

If nothing changes, nothing changes.

Change will not happen unless we can pass the microphone and empower children and
young people with a care experience to share their stories, experiences and hardships.

We are working on this project because we want to help kids in care say what needs
to be said to the people who need to hear it. We want to hold people, and systems,

to account for doing what needs to be done to make things

better.

We want to lead real change. The Queensland child protection system can and must

do better.

QFCC youth researchers

Aimee, Brittany, Caroline, Grace, James, Janice, Jesse, Lucas, Marie, Miriel and Terry
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Who i
better to determine what matters than the people who rely on .

the system to keep them safe and well?
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There is a tendency, when measuring the effectiveness of programs, to assess input
(resources invested) and output (for example, how many services are provided and
how many people access them). While this is important information, it doesn’t
measure the impact or outcomes of the services.

Recommendation 8 of Keeping Queensland’s children
more than safe: Review of the foster care system—
required the system to provide a more outcomes-based
account ‘of the experiences and perspective of children
and young people who rely on child protection services
to stay safe and well’.?

The Queensland Family and Child Commission (QFCC)
is working with the Department of Children, Youth
Justice and Multicultural Affairs; the Office of the
Public Guardian and the child protection sector

to respond to this recommendation.

A team of 11 youth researchers with previous out-of-
home care experience or understanding worked on
the Rights, Voices, Stories project. This project aims
to highlight where the rights of children are not being
upheld. It will use their voices to tell the stories that
are important to them, to advocate for system change.

This report describes the process used to identify
what is important to children and young people
involved with the Queensland child protection system.
The QFCC will monitor and report on these issues.

Our rights matter is the name of the framework
developed by the QFCC’s youth researchers. It identifies
what matters to children and young people, including:

* identity—Children and young people know where
they’re from and why they are involved in the child
protection system, and are helped to work out
who they are.

« stability—Even though their living arrangements
might change, children and young people have
stability in other areas of their lives and relationships.

2 * Queensland Family and Child Commission

¢ health and wellbeing—Children and young people
have their health and wellbeing needs taken seriously
and addressed.

¢ feeling safe and loved—Children and young people
feel safe, secure and loved as they grow.

© equity and fairness—Children and young people
are treated like others in the family home, and are
supported in developing into adulthood in the same
ways their peers are.

Systems and individuals within those systems need
to be held accountable for upholding the rights of
children and young people they are involved with.
They also need to be held accountable when needs
are not met.

The QFCC, together with the youth researchers, will:
* start gathering data to monitor these issues

* recommend improvements to enhance the
experiences of children and young people involved
with the Queensland child protection system

* follow up with relevant agencies about progress in
implementing recommendations and any evidence
of improvement.

The QFCC will also report annually on data collected for
the project, including the status of the recommendations
that will come from it.
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Background

In 2017, the report Keeping Queensland’s children more than safe: Review of the foster
care system (the foster care review) found there was not enough focus within the child
protection system on outcomes that directly affect the children and young people

who are involved with it.

... we must listen to the children themselves ...
We have to make sure they are heard.’

The Queensland Family and Child Commission (QFCC)
is leading the response to Recommendation 8 of the
foster care review, which is:

The Queensland Family and Child Commission
works with the [then known as] Department of
Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services;
the Office of the Public Guardian; and the child
protection sector to provide a more outcomes-
based account of the experiences and perspective
of children and young people who rely on child
protection services to stay safe and well. This
should be reflected in the annual report produced
by the Queensland Family and Child Commission.?

The Queensland Government regularly reports on

key performance indicators of the National Standards*
for out-of-home care, including, for example, the
proportion of children and young people with a
current case plan and/or a cultural support plan.®

However, this data is primarily numbers and proportions,
and provides limited insight into the outcomes achieved
by young people, how involved they are in the case or
cultural planning, or their satisfaction with the process.

The Department of Children, Youth Justice and
Multicultural Affairs is planning to conduct a survey

of children and young people living in out-of-home care
in 2021, which may address this.®
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The Office of the Public Guardian maintains a register
of issues raised by children and young people living
in visitable locations.” Common issues® relate to:

© placement, including the suitability of the placement
to meet the child or young person’s unique needs,
and appropriate matching of the child oryoung
person with a suitable foster carer (or residential
care placement)

© contact arrangements between a child and their
parents, siblings and other important people in
the child’s life

* case planning, including the currency and
appropriateness of case plans and whether the
views of the child or young person were considered
in its development.

There is a lot of literature about the poorer outcomes
and issues experienced by children in care compared
to those of their peers who live with their families.’



An approach that is more closely
linked to the practical issues
that matter to young people.

When discussing this project with the QFCC’s
stakeholders, it was agreed that there is little benefit

in repeating data collection processes that are already
underway, or updating data that has shown little change
over time. Instead, stakeholders wanted an approach
that is more closely linked to the practical issues that
matter to young people, such as being able to attend
their school formal and obtain a driver’s licence.

To ensure the response to Recommendation 8 focuses
on issues of importance to children and young people,
the QFCC began the Rights, Voices, Stories project,
which aims to highlight where the rights of children
are not being upheld. It will use their voices to tell the
stories that are important to them, to advocate for
system change.

The QFCC sought applications from young people
aged between 18 and 25 years with previous out-of-
home care experience or understanding to become
youth researchers and lead this project. The first task
of the youth researchers was to identify what matters
to children and young people involved with the
Queensland child protection system.

Eleven young people from urban and regional
areas across Queensland joined the QFCC as youth
researchers. They included four males and seven
females with diverse experiences in the child
protection, youth justice, education, health, mental
health and disability systems in Queensland.

The youth researchers participated in a three-day
workshop, held in Brisbane from 16—-18 March 2021.
They also undertook training in research skills to
support their involvement in the qualitative data
collection activities that will occur in later phases

of the project.

The purpose of this report is to provide an overview

of the initial phase of the Rights, Voices, Stories project.
It has been prepared by the youth researchers and
QFCC project team.® Use of the pronoun ‘we’ in this
report refers to this group.

Section 2 of this report describes the workshop
activities, and Section 3 describes the Our rights matter
framework developed by the youth researchers in the
workshop in more detail.

Section 4 outlines the proposed next steps for
Rights, Voices, Stories.

The child protection and family
support system works hard to
protect children and young people
and help them to thrive. This project
is intended to help with that, to
identify any gaps, and to make sure
that the children and young people
who know what it’s like to be in
out-of-home care get the chance to
say what works, what doesn’t work,
and what needs to change.

They, more than anyone else in the
system, know what matters.

Rights, Voices, Stories project report *
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Our approach

The QFCC hosted a three-day workshop in its
Brisbane offices.

We used a mix of facilitated whole-group discussions,
individual reflection exercises and small group
activities. The QFCC also arranged for a researcher
from the University of Queensland to deliver research
skills training.

As casual employees of the QFCC, the youth researchers
were paid for three days of work.

Quiet rooms and support staff were available if anyone
needed a break from the discussion, which had the
potential to trigger memories and cause emotional
distress.

6 ° Queensland Family and Child Commission

Workshop overview

Each day of the workshop, a QFCC project team member
opened and closed a ‘yarning circle’ by establishing

a warm, welcoming, culturally appropriate space for

the youth researchers to join together and connect with
the land and waterways on which we were working.

This fostered a stronger connection within the group,

as we discussed shared experiences and worked towards
our common purpose of creating a better future for
children and young people involved with the Queensland
child protection system.

The workshop involved:

¢ introductions and discussion about why we came
together

° rule setting

 analysis of other outcomes frameworks for
out-of-home care

* reflecting on our own values

* identifying what matters to children and young people
in child protection (their needs and wants)

© grouping of needs and wants into higher-level issues

* telling senior officers from the QFCC and the Office
of the Public Guardian about what was discussed
in the workshop and the issues the youth researchers
had come up with

* developing an understanding of research ethics
issues, and developing skills for planning and
running focus groups.



Getting started

We started the workshop by introducing ourselves,
and talking about why the youth researchers were
interestedin working on the project. Representatives
from the QFCC, the Office of the Public Guardian and
the CREATE Foundation spoke about their excitement
for the project on behalf of their organisations.

We also talked about Recommendation 8 of the
foster care review and our goals for the workshop.

Setting boundaries

We came up with rules for the workshop, to set
boundaries and hold each other accountable if these
weren’t met. Having rules was important in creating
a cohesive, safe environment to work in (particularly
for those who might have a negative reaction to
conversations that reminded them of past traumas).

Considering existing outcomes frameworks

We analysed existing outcomes frameworks from
Queensland and elsewhere, and discussed how other
jurisdictions and other departments in Queensland
talk about outcomes for children and young people.

We discussed what we needed to do to respond to
Recommendation 8, and whether elements of the
frameworks we were looking at did enough to reflect
the perspectives and experiences of children and
young people. We talked about whether the outcomes
were meaningful, whether they mattered to the youth
researchers and whether they were relatable for children
and young people involved with the Queensland child
protection system.

‘If nothing changes,
nothing changes.’

Acknowledging our values

We reflected on our own values as a linking activity
between looking at existing outcomes frameworks and
developing our own. Having discussed what the system
deems important (based on what is reported on, current
practices and what is included in frameworks), in this
activity we talked about our values and categorised
them as very important, somewhat important, and not
as important. We also talked about how values, and
theirimportance, can change over time.

Identifying the wants and needs of those
in the system

The youth researchers thought about their wants

and needs while in the Queensland child protection
system to inform a discussion about what matters to

all children and young people involved with the system.
We had a ‘silent conversation’ activity where the youth
researchers individually wrote their own wants and
needs (from when they were in the system) on sticky
notes. We also came up with examples of what other

children and young people in the system want and need.

We then broke into small groups and sorted the sticky
notes of wants and needs into categories to help us
come up with higher-level themes or issues we should
focus on in this project. We came back together to
discuss the issues each group had come up with.

Rights, Voices, Stories project report *
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Deciding on areas of focus

To work out what the focus areas should be for this
project, the youth researchers placed seven stickers
each on the issues they thought were most important.
We then discussed the issues with the most stickers.

We talked about how some of the issues related to each
other, and whether those we had come up with would
be important to all children and young people involved
with the Queensland child protection system—not just
those in the workshop room.

Sharing our process

Senior officers from the QFCC and the Office of the
Public Guardian joined the workshop for a ‘walk-
through’ session. Posters with the outputs from each
workshop activity were displayed around the room.
Youth researchers, in pairs, chose which poster they
would speak about as the guests walked around the
room. The above is a graphic recording of this session.

8 * Queensland Family and Child Commission
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Research ethics issues

As a group, we discussed the importance of research
ethics and the ethical issues likely to come up when

(in later phases of the project) we conduct focus groups
with children and young people with lived experience
of the child protection system.

Topics we discussed included:

our responsibility to do no harm and to minimise
emotional stress and distress for participants by:

having clear processes so participants can make
an informed decision about consent, and can
choose to opt out of participating in research

on topics that are sensitive for them

using suitable facilitators who can monitor for
signs of participant distress

providing resources and information about
where to access support if needed

managing confidentiality and making focus group
participants aware of the importance of maintaining
the confidentiality of others in the group

ensuring children (under 18) are able to make
decisions about their participation without undue
influence from others

recognising potential conflicts of interest for facilitators
as a result of other employment, associations and
existing relationships with participants.

DENTITY



Developing focus group facilitation skills

Dr Lisa Buckley from the University of Queensland led
a session about focus group facilitation skills. We talked
about how to plan and run a focus group, including:

° the importance of location—looking for a quiet
space, with no distractions, where participants
feel comfortable being honest

* having a list of topics to guide discussions
(and to be consistent across groups)

 having two facilitators—preferably one with mental
health training—to work together (one leads the
discussion; the other scribes and monitors for issues)

¢ audio recording sessions to help in preparing
transcripts (with participant consent) so participants
can check for accuracy before the data is analysed

* the fact that the role of the facilitator is to collect
(rather than share personal) information—facilitators
should be skilled in active listening, in using minimal
encouragers and in effectively moderating group
discussions

* having a support person and break-out rooms
available in case participants need to step out.

Post-workshop activities

After the workshop, we went through all of the loose
sticky notes and allocated them to the issues we had
identified. We then did some thematic analysis to
summarise our ideas into key examples under each
issue. We also came up with descriptions of what
each issue means.

This work was discussed in an online group session
(allowing youth researchers from across the state to
contribute) so we could finalise this process and have
an infographic summarising our issues developed.
This is shown in the next section.

‘We want to lead real change. The Queensland

child protection system can and must do better.’

Rights, Voices, Stories project report * 9



3 « What matters to children and young As the issues identified through Rights, Voices, Stories

relate to rights, they are presented under the heading
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Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child establishes
the rights of children to be involved in decisions that affect them. It refers to this

as participation, which is defined as an:

... ongoing process of children’s expression and active involvement in decision-making
at different levels in matters that concern them. It requires information-sharing and
dialogue between children and adults based on mutual respect and requires that full
consideration of their views be given, taking into account the child’s age and maturity."

Being able to participate in decision making allows
children and young people to have agency in their lives
and to exercise their rights. Research!? has identified
that taking the views of children and young people

in out-of-home care on board can lead to more successful

interventions, skills development (including confidence
and assertiveness) and outcomes. It can also mean
children and young people are less vulnerable to

poor treatment.

In 2018, the CREATE National Survey found that young
people wanted to have a say about what was important
to them, including daily activities, living arrangements
and contact with family.*® In fact, according to the
Convention on the Rights of the Child, when acting

in the best interests of the child,** their experience,
concerns and preferences must be considered.®

‘Best interests’ can also mean that children and

young people are assisted to represent themselves.

A consistent theme across the Rights, Voices, Stories
workshop discussions was that children involved
with the Queensland child protection system, like
all children, have rights. They need to be helped

to understand what their rights are and what they
can do when their rights are not being met.

Regardless of their age or involvement with the
child protection system, they should be listened
to and their concerns taken seriously.

The remainder of this section outlines each element of
the framework developed by the youth researchers by:
o describing the issue

 providing practical examples of what the desired
outcomes look like

° summarising relevant research

¢ providing an illustrative quote (from the youth
researchers) about the importance of the issue.

‘My voice is the source of truth.’

12 * Queensland Family and Child Commission



Identity means that children and young people know who they are,
where they are from, have a positive sense of self-identity and have self-esteem.
Their involvement with the child protection system does not define them.

Practical examples of what identity looks like Identity can positively and negatively influence
for a child or young person involved with the a person’s self-esteem and wellbeing. Children
Queensland child protection system include: and young people in out-of-home care experience
« having early access to their birth certificate disruptions to their family unit. This can influence
and other identifying information their understanding of ‘family’ and their sense of

lidentity.®
< having photos throughout life personaticentity

 being helped to understand why they were
involved with the child protection system

© being supported in understanding culture
(the child/young person chooses if/how
to be involved)

© having full access to files relating to them
© being respected as an individual

 being safe to explore gender identity,
sexual orientation and spirituality.

‘In school, you’re the foster kid.

At home, you’re the foster kid.
Although I’'m in the system,

I am an individual and | have
the right to my individuality.’

Rights, Voices, Stories project report * 13
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Stability means that even though their living arrangements might change,
children and young people experience stability in other areas of their lives.
They are supported in maintaining connections that are important to them.

Practical examples of what stability looks like
to children and young people involved with the
Queensland child protection system include:

being helped to maintain desired aspects of
routine—to provide feelings of comfort and
a sense of control over their own situation

being able to stay at the same school/early
childhood education and care provider

having consistency of health care provider
and other support services

being assisted to maintain desired social,
sibling and family relationships—including
being placed with siblings

having consistent, trusted people available
for advice and support

having consistency of case management, and
quality handover when this isn’t possible

being adequately prepared for changes, with
an opportunity to influence decisions

being able to keep important/sentimental
possessions

ensuring that decisions resulting in changes take
developmental age and the impact of additional

instability into account

being helped to find (and maintain) a hobby,
interest or activity that can provide a sense
of stability and connection over time

being supported in maintaining desired
involvement with religious or cultural groups
and communities.

Stability is more than just the number of
placements and the duration of time children
and young people have been in care. It also
relates to their feelings of connectedness and
belonging.'” They want to have a stable network
of friends and positive relationships with

carers, doctors, teachers and others. These
relationships provide a ‘sense of security,
continuity, commitment and identity throughout
childhood and beyond’.*®

Having stable, consistent people in their lives
helps children and young people to develop
resilience, lower their stress, and reduce the
likelihood of becoming homeless or involved
with youth justice. It also provides positive
health and employment outcomes.*®

‘How am | meant to cope

with what’s going on around me
and grow up to be a successful adult
myself if I've never had stability?’

14 * Queensland Family and Child Commission




Health and wellbeing means children and young people have their mental,
physical, emotional and developmental health needs assessed, treated/supported
and reviewed at appropriate intervals, including at their request.

Practical examples of what health and wellbeing Health and wellbeing for children and young people
look like to children and young people involved with in care are complex. If they enter the system with
the Queensland child protection system include: undiagnosed and untreated psychological, physical
* having comprehensive health checks and and developmental issues, these issues can impede
assessments to identify the root cause of any their education and their ability to make lasting
issues (at appropriate intervals, including at relationships and form stable attachments.”
the child’s request), with early intervention When left undiagnosed or treated, these issues can
* having mental health services provided to all affect their placement stability, their sense of safety,
children and young people upon entering care identity and overall health and wellbeing.?2

 having appropriate treatments (including
medications and hypoallergenic products)
provided at no cost

When care is trauma-informed, it can support
children and young people through safe care-giving
and by understanding the adversity they have
© being supported in having fun, playing, experienced.?

and participating in sport, recreation and

extracurricular activities

© ensuring care is trauma informed?

© having guided pathways to access support
services (for example, psychological counselling)

 being provided with sexual health and puberty
information, education and support

 being provided with respectful relationship
information, education and support

© being provided with personal hygiene information,
education and support.

‘Don’t just assume my problems are because
I’m a kid in care and medicate me so my behaviour

is more manageable—find out what’s really
going on and help me work it out.’

Rights, Voices, Stories project report * 15



A child or young person who feels safe and loved lives in an environment
that cultivates a feeling of ‘home’, where they feel secure, know they are heard
and understood, are supported and are able to learn and grow.

Practical examples of what safe and loved looks Being safe and loved is a basic condition for healthy
like to children and young people involved with development. A lack of love can have a significant
the Queensland child protection system include: impact on self-esteem and emotional wellbeing.?

- aenilig e gl plaes el e Teims It also includes joining in the social practices of

« feeling and being loved by a person/people home life. Other feelings of being safe and loved
they can trust include that someone is there to support them

* having basic needs met (for example, shelter, emotionally, encourage them and provide practical
food and clothing) support.”

© being listened to and taken seriously

« feeling safe to be a child and being allowed
to make mistakes and learn from them

© being supported and provided with rules,
boundaries and morals to support healthy
development

© being supported in striving to reach goals
and full potential

 having racial identity and experiences
of associated stigma understood.

‘We don’t want to feel like
loving us is a chore
—we want to be loved because
we are worthy of being loved.’

16 * Queensland Family and Child Commission



EQUITY £ FAIRNESS

Equity and fairness means that children and young people are entitled to fair and equal
treatment in the home, with the same rights, expectations and enjoyment as all (other)
children, while being assisted to prepare for life as independent individuals.

Practical examples of what equity and fairness Children and young people enter the out-of-home
look like to children and young people involved with care system through no fault of their own, and there
the Queensland child protection system include: is an expectation that the child protection system

and young people in the household the children and young people will have some
(for family-based placements) challenges, they should be able to expect that they

will be treated as equitably and fairly as those who

having a reasonable process to support are not involved with the child protection system.

participation in school activities, camps

and other extra-curricular activities Equity and fairness mean having the same

being helped to access driving lessons opportunities as other children (not in care) to

and obtain a licence experience a sense of ‘normality’ and feelings of
fairness.?¢ This treatment extends to being taught
the skills that occur naturally in ‘normal’ family life,
assisting young people to become self-reliant and
successfully make the transition into adulthood.?”

receiving timely and appropriate responses
to requests for support—and timely actioning
of these requests

being provided with the same resources and
equipment as peers (for example, personal
hygiene items, clothing, school uniform and
books and sporting gear)

having no limits on access to services to
support young people when they leave care

being provided with life skills information,
education and support.

‘Kids living with their parents have help to

learn how to survive in the outside world, ’I/I

and they learn what to do over years of watching

and learning from their parents. We need those basic life skills too
—a pamphlet or one-off referral doesn’t always cut it.’

Rights, Voices, Stories project report *




ACCOUNTABILITY

The Our rights matter framework is based on the simple fact
that rights matter to children and young people involved with
the Queensland child protection system. But rights are meaningless
unless there are consequences for failing to uphold them.

Within the context of involvement with the child
protection system, accountability means that
everyone is doing a good job in the best interests
of the child or young person. Assessing best
interests must, at least in part, be informed by the
child oryoung person—by listening to and taking
account of their views.?®

It is critical that systems and individuals within
systems are accountable for upholding the rights
of children and young people, and acting when
there are issues that mean rights are not being met.

This is not limited to child safety officers and the
government department responsible for child safety.
Responsibility is shared across the community

and with service providers and professionals who
interact with children and young people, including
medical professionals, community visitors,
advocates, educators, carers and support service
providers.?

Responsibilities include mandatory reporting
obligations, responding when children and young
people raise issues (including supporting them

in making a complaint) and intervening when
there are problems.

‘It’s all very well to say I have rights,
but what does that matter if no one listens
when | say something is wrong?

Who is accountable then?’




The next step for the Rights, Voices, Stories project is to share the Our rights matter
framework developed by the QFCC’s youth researchers with stakeholders and start
discussing the issues and practical examples. We can then develop our understanding
of relevant policies, practices and guidelines, identify potential data measures and
discuss how stakeholders can support data collection.

We will discuss opportunities to enhance existing data
collections (including surveys of children and young
people in care) to gather data relevant to Our rights
matter. We will also discuss how data collected for this
project can support the work of stakeholders.

Where data exists, it will be drawn upon to measure*
the issues that matter to children and young people
involved with the Queensland child protection system.
This will be complemented by new qualitative data
collected by the QFCC’s youth researchers across
Queensland.

The purpose of collecting qualitative data is to develop
an understanding of what helps and hinders achievement
of what matters. This will inform recommendations

to improve policies and practices—and ultimately,

the experiences of children and young people involved
with the Queensland child protection system.

The QFCC will follow up with relevant agencies about
progress in implementing the recommendations
and any evidence of improvement. It will also report
annually on data collected for the project, including
the status of its recommendations.

‘We want a different future

for kids in care.
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