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INTRODUCTION

So, you have received a call from the social worker and they want to come out to see you–‘have a chat’, they may say. You are hit with a flurry of emotions–hope, anxiety, dread, maybe indignation, sometimes anger, shock, disbelief. This is what it will feel like for most people; for a minority, however, it will be a mix of opposite emotions–relief, hope, vindication, joy. This is because the social worker, like the police, is a very useful tool but one that is very much a double-edged sword, and like the police, they mostly appear when something has gone wrong–this time in the family. The only question is–are they coming out at parents’ request or that of the general public?

Over the last decade, since I started my career in Social Work, I have encountered so many varied scenarios and situations that families are stuck in as they try to negotiate and find their way through the maze of social work processes. I have noticed a profound but understandable lack of knowledge in parents and wider family members about their rights, those of the child, how the social worker processes the information they gather, what processes they follow, and how this ultimately leads to the final outcome, which could range from a ‘No Further Action’ to ‘Adoption’. 

This book has been written to help with this problem. It is written to lay bare the meaning behind the actions of the social worker and to help parents and families predict and prepare for the next step on their journey with social services. It will provide a clear explanation of how the social worker will approach each case depending on the presenting concerns and how you, the parent or extended family, can respond appropriately.

Although this book appears to be very much a cheat guide to interacting with the social worker, the points and tips that it gives can only really be put into effect by parents and families who have the capacity to commit to the welfare of their children. However, as I have seen so very often, sometimes, this capacity, whilst present, is not demonstrated in the right way due to a lack of knowledge of the social work process.

As should be already obvious, this book deals only with child safeguarding and, therefore, Children’s Social Services intervention. As should also be already obvious, I have set out to write this book in very plain and easy-to-read language, and I will be breaking down very often-used social work terminology in very simple terms so that the next time you encounter these terms, you know exactly what they mean. I will also be concise in the delivery of the message in this book.

The structure of this book is laid out in steps that move from the diagnosis to the solution and everything in between. So, I will

first go through the most common difficulties and scenarios that lead to family breakdown and the involvement of social services, and how this often plays out. Then I will paint the picture of how the social worker will routinely work with the family, and how your response as a parent or family member can lead to outcomes that you want or outcomes that you dread. 

I will walk you through how the Local Authority (though each L.A. will have different processes), in general, will take a case through escalation and risk management until they instigate care proceedings against you, the parent. Finally, this book will help you understand how to understand and engage in the court process strictly and only from a perspective of social care, what to expect at the end of this process, and how the worst-case scenarios are not necessarily the end. 
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WHO IS THE SOCIAL WORKER

[image: ]




There are a lot of misconceptions out there about the work that social workers do. Most people have narrowed it down quite negatively and stereotypically to people who take children away from their parents. Others, usually professionals, have this idea, whether implicitly or explicitly expressed, that social workers are some sort of community worker or child behaviour specialist–in other words, a supernanny. I have had parents and family carers calling up and expecting a social worker to come over and ‘fix’ a child having a tantrum or ‘kicking off’ in the home. In these circumstances, I have often wondered what the parent/family carer expects the social worker will achieve that they cannot, considering they know this child, their characteristics, triggers, history, likes, and dislikes a lot more than the social worker does. I have had very frustrated parents struggling to cope with a child who has very difficult behaviours–usually underlined by some neurological condition–who request respite from social services, which is not something they would provide that readily, as it flirts with the idea of getting the child into the care system. 

I have taken calls from schools reporting every little misdemeanour of a child open to services, very much like they are expecting the social worker to do something to ‘change’ the child. I have also had police officers complain that they cannot keep going after missing children, as it ties them down and “they are not social workers”. Finally, I have seen community justice activists tag the work that they do as social work. 

I have also been requested quite ignorantly and arrogantly by a police officer to come do ‘my job’ and support the police by using my skills as a social worker to ‘talk a child down’ who was exhibiting very difficult behaviours. 

These misconceptions exist because the term ‘social work’ is quite a generic one and can be interpreted quite loosely to mean almost anything to do with working with people and the public. However, Social Work is a registered profession with a very defined designation, and while any social worker may, in particular cases, play the role of a community activist, a supernanny, a helper, or a child whisperer, this is not the role they are employed or trained to play. 

To put it simply, the child social worker is the principal co-ordinator of the services that a child needs to either have their developmental needs met or to be kept safe from harm. They are tasked to assess and identify these needs, or what harm a child is suffering or could suffer from the care they are receiving from parents, family, or other carers. They are also tasked to take measures to address this harm or meet these needs. Most importantly, in carrying out their role, they represent the Local Authority and work with the backing of legislation. In effect, they are like the child and family police.

To put this into a simpler context, the social worker is not trained to ‘parent’ the child on the parents’ behalf or to ‘fix’ their difficult behaviours. Instead, they identify the services that can support parents to parent more effectively, and where, for any reason, parents are unable to do this, they identify ways to keep the child safe–and this is where the removal of the child can occur. So, in other words, the social worker can never bring about a quick fix to any parenting or child behavioural issues. However, without their input, there is not likely to be a long-term and well-structured plan to address the problem. So, the next time you pick up the phone to social services, do have this in mind. 
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