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Over the past month four young peo --

ple in the local com mu nity where I

live and work ended their lives by sui cide.

One over dosed on med i ca tions, an other

by gun shot, and two by hang ing. Most of

the gen eral pub lic has no idea of the pain

and com pli cated cir cum stances be hind

these trag e dies.

Peo ple like you who read CYC-On line

know what it can be like. A young per son

strug gles through daily life at school feel ing 

like both peers and adults are re lent lessly

on their back. A teen ager on the street

won ders if any one re ally cares and cries

out for help by hurt ing him self. A fam ily

mem ber is over come with pain and worry,

un sure if their sup port for a loved one is

mak ing a dif fer ence. 

Child and Youth Care Prac ti tio ners like 

you are there in these pain ful mo ments.

We are there when the an swers and fu --

ture are un clear for those who are

strug gling. We are there when some one

be gins to take their first step – some times

a phys i cal step and some times a first step

to ward hope.

CYC-On line, as it al ways has, con tin ues to

cel e brate the di ver sity and breadth of our

field. We find each other in res i den tial homes,

hos pi tals, schools, neigh bor hoods, com mu nity

cen ters, and on the streets. We are ac a dem ics 

and prac ti tio ners, vi sion ar ies and re al ists. We

show up when we are sched uled and we hang 

in dur ing the un sched uled. We are a pow er ful

force in the world both for the pres ent and

the fu ture. We are only out done by the re sil --

ience, strength, and po ten tial of the young

peo ple and fam i lies we are hon ored to work

along side. 

Last month we cel e brated the 200th

issue of CYC-On line and it was a beau ti ful

ac com plish ment for our field. (If you

haven’t read it yet, you can still catch up –

all the back is sues are avail able at

www.cyc-net.org) 

This issue – num ber 201 – marks the

be gin ning of our next cen ten nial. What

sort of dif fer ence will we make in the

world in the years to come? Will you

write and con trib ute a col umn this year?

Will you read the monthly is sues and

spread the word to your col leagues? Will

you con trib ute fi nan cially as you are able

to en sure the jour nal con tin ues? How

many lives will be im pacted by our field

when issue 300 rolls around some where

around the be gin ning of 2024? 

In our daily work with young peo ple and 

fam i lies we are – to gether – cre at ing a

more hope ful fu ture for the world. The

four lost lives in my com mu nity – and every 

young per son in pain – re mind us that this

is our time and our role is es sen tial. I am

glad to be in this jour ney with you.

                                    –  James

3CYC-On line No vem ber 2015  Issue 201

lairotide Where Will the Next
Cen ten nial Take Us?

http://www.cyc-net.org


Over the past few weeks I have had a

lot of oc ca sion to speak with peo ple 

in volved in res i den tial ser vices; pro fes sion --

als of var i ous stripes, in clud ing so cial

work ers, psy chol o gists, doc tors, ad min is --

tra tors, and yes, also child and youth care

prac ti tio ners. At the same time, I have had

the op por tu nity to be with, lis ten to, and

dis cuss the ex pe ri ence of liv ing in care

with a large num ber of young peo ple.

There is a lot that I could re port on in re --

la tion to all of these en coun ters. Cer tainly

I could talk about the enor mous dis con --

nect be tween what pro fes sion als muse

about, and what young peo ple ac tu ally

want to talk about. But I don’t want to get

ahead of my self; I will re port on my cur --

rent work re lated to res i den tial ser vices in 

On tario in due time. What I re ally want to 

do this month is to pro vide a list of stuff

that never hap pens for young peo ple who

live in care (es pe cially group care). This list 

is by no means ex haus tive, and there may

be ex cep tions for this young per son or

that one, but here are 20 things that are

out side of the ev ery day ex pe ri ence of

being young and liv ing in care; I leave it to

you to make mean ing out of this list.

1. You never get a kiss on the cheek;

2. You can’t be in a rot ten mood with out 

con se quence;

3. You can’t spon ta ne ously hang out with

some friends with out a plan;

4. You can’t spon ta ne ously ar range a

sleepover with a new friend;
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5. You can’t stay in bed all day and just be 

lazy, not even once per year;

6. You can’t not be ac count able;

7. If you need to sit on the toi let, the seat 

is never clean;

8. You never get fur ni ture in your room

that fits your per son al ity;

9. You’ll never have a key to the house in

which you live;

10. You can’t light can dles;

11. You can’t walk around in your house in 

your un der wear;

12. Even if your 17, you can’t just take a

Tylenol if you have a head ache;

13. You can’t go to bed at night with

cer tainty about who will wake you up

in the morn ing;

14. You can’t change up your daily rou tine;

15. Din ner won’t be an out ra geously

un healthy meal that tastes awe some;

16. Din ner won’t be cul tur ally ap pro pri ate

for you every day; only on days when

it’s your cul ture’s turn;

17. You al most cer tainly can’t have a pet

that does n’t live in a cage or aquar ium

or ter rar ium;

18. You’ll never be home alone, and

there fore you’ll never have a chance to 

re ally crank the tunes, to smug gle in a

girl or boy friend, to eat ice cream

with out per mis sion and var i ous other

mis deeds;

19. You al most cer tainly won’t spend

Christ mas (or other spe cial hol i days)

with the peo ple who care for you

every day;

20. You are never more than one

ap point ment away from a new

di ag no sis, new meds, and a new label.
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I was robbed re cently!

Well, not per haps in the stan dard “stick 

‘em up” way, but... still ...

My fam ily and I were re cently awak --

ened at two in the morn ing by a

loud bang ing at our front door.

My wife, Darlene, was the

first to the front win dow and

saw three teen age boys hid ing

be hind one of our cars.

Mo ments later, armed with a

flash light, I went out side to in --

ves ti gate. All seemed clear until,

when re turn ing to the house, I

shone the light at a large bush

that colour fully dec o rates the

cor ner of our house, just feet from our

front door. One of the teen ag ers, a rather

large young man, had been hid ing be hind it 

and darted from the bush and ran down

the street, star tling me.

I re turned to the house and watched

for a while from the front win dow after

my fam ily had gone back to bed. While sit --

ting there, I looked down at the large

flash light that I had car ried out

with me. It was just one of those 

large long tu bu lar flash lights sim --

i lar to what you see po lice

car ry ing in TV drama shows. 

Now, here comes the “rob --

bery” part ...

It had just been a flash light

be fore.

Now, it was some thing else. 

I re al ized that the flash light

which I was still clutch ing in my

hand was no lon ger just a handy, help ful,

bed side tool in case the lights went out. It

was now also a for mi da ble weapon to use

should in trud ers threaten my home. 

And I was sur prised at the hor ror and
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com fort I felt si mul ta neously at the

thought of that.

Hor ror in that I have never been much

of a “weap ons” guy – it should be il le gal

for me to be even con sid ered for car ry ing

a fire arm. I have been able to find my way

through many pre car i ous sit u a tions with --

out hav ing to worry about ac ci dently

stab bing my self re peat edly with a sharp

ob ject.

But I had to admit that, at that mo ment,

it felt good hav ing that big stick in my hand.

No ... not good ... safe ... er ...

And since that night, I will never again

view that flash light as just a be nign, “help --

ful, handy” tool. I even no ticed that I just

wrote “armed with a flash light” at the

start of this col umn!

Sim i larly, what used to be a dec o ra tive

bush at the side of the house, nicely fram --

ing the flower beds that pro vide such an

aes thet i cally pleas ing touch to our home,

was now a po ten tial hid ing place for in --

trud ers. It’s pretty flow ers a dis trac tion

from the po ten tial dan gers lurk ing be hind

the dense and tall fo liage. 

It left me won der ing if I would al ways

now sub con sciously check the bush be fore 

en ter ing and leav ing my home.

The bush was no lon ger just a bush.

This one small iso lated in ci dent

changed how I saw cer tain things in the

world.

But what if there WAS some one hid ing 

be hind that bush every day, threat en ing the 

safety of me and my fam ily every time we

came in or left? And there was no one to

help other than me? How would that

change how I lived my life, how I viewed

the world? How I en tered and left my

home? How I felt be fore en ter ing and leav --

ing my home? Would I not al ways carry

that flash light? And not likely be nignly?

Aren’t most of the chil dren with whom 

we work sim i larly “robbed”?

Isn’t that what hap pens to so many of

the chil dren and youth with whom we

work? Es pe cially those who ex pe ri ence

ter ror and abuse vir tu ally every day of

their lives?

A nine year old was once placed in a

fos ter home. All went well for the first

week; so well so that the fos ter par ent de --

cided to re ward the young man with a

sur prise trip to McDonalds for lunch. Im --

me di ately upon pull ing into the park ing lot, 

the young man “lost it”, yell ing and punch --

ing to the point that the fos ter par ent had

to call me to get some sup port to get the

young man home. It took us over a day to

get him to the point that he could talk and 

in ter act with us at all.

It turns out that his par ents would take 

him to McDonalds after abus ing him ... as a 

re ward for “being such a good boy”.

Also where his Child Wel fare Worker

took him to tell him he was mov ing from

his last “for ever fos ter home” and he

would not be re turn ing.

To this young man, Mc Don ald’s was no

lon ger Mc Don ald’s. 

Might that be why they re spond so “in --

ap pro pri ately”? Make such a big deal out

of noth ing? “Freak out” and over-react to

the small est thing? En gage in those ir ri tat --

ing and an noy ing “at ten tion-seek ing”

be hav iours whose sole pur pose we are

con vinced is to ag gra vate us? Act so
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“weird” in cer tain sit u a tions? Blow ev ery --

thing out of pro por tion? Can’t plan ahead

and con sider the con se quences of their

ac tions?

Be cause, for so many of them, there is

some one al ways lurk ing be hind that pretty 

bush. 

They can’t help but begin to per ceive

the world dif fer ently from us. They can’t

help but begin to per ceive things, peo ple,

be hav iours, emo tions, sit u a tions, tastes,

smells, dif fer ently from us.

Fos ter Carers homes and fam i lies, to

us, look warm, in vit ing, pleas ant, wel com ing 

– much like the bush in front of my house.

To the chil dren and youth whom we

are in tent on wel com ing into the fos ter

home, it is just one more trap. 

Fos ter Carers pro vide chil dren and

youth with the many skills and tools they

need to learn, in ter act with oth ers, be

help ful – much like a flash light. 

To the chil dren and youth, the pretty

bush is al ways a dan ger ... and the be nign

flash light al ways a weapon of pro tec tion. 

A fos ter par ent took a 13 year old

Amanda, who had been re cently placed with

her, to a church Christ mas func tion, a church 

that her fam ily had been at tend ing for gen er --

a tions, and was amazed at how well she

in ter acted with mem bers of the church.

Until the next day, when peo ple who

had at tended the func tion began ar riv ing

at the fos ter home with cas se roles and

Christ mas gifts.

Amanda had been able to con vince ev --

ery one at the church func tion that the

fos ter fam ily was strug gling fi nan cially and

did not have enough money to buy food

and pres ents.

It would have been easy for the fos ter

mother to be out raged and em bar rassed

and pun ished Amanda for “lying” and “ma --

nip u lat ing”.

But the fos ter mother saw it dif fer ently.

She learned that Amanda’s ex pe ri ence

had been that she could n’t rely on the

adults in her life to meet her needs.

And on a re cent Christ mas, her mother 

had pawned all the Christ mas gifts the

week be fore Christ mas to pay some gam --

bling and drug debts.

Amanda had been able to use her in --

cred i bly well de vel oped sur vival skills to

en sure that HER needs were met dur ing

Christ mas.

So you can imag ine Amanda’s sur prise

when no pun ish ment fol lowed, no lec ture

en sued, no place ment change

In stead, the fos ter mother was able to

talk about how those be hav iours in the

past had worked to keep her safe and

meet her needs. And boy, was she ever

good at it!

The fos ter mother then mused, won --

der ing if now these be hav iours that used

to keep Amanda safe now might get in the 

way of get ting her needs met.

And won dered if it was pos si ble that

some things could change and Amanda

might be able to begin to trust adults ... a

lit tle.

And let’s work on that to gether.

Isn’t our job to un der stand that?

Isn’t our job to try to see the world

the way they per ceive it to be?

Oh ... and any one want to buy a flash --

light?
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Res i den tial CYC pro grams are an in --

ten sive, ex pen sive, in tru sive and

ex clu sive places.  They are or ga nized to

pro vide a com pletely or ganic and over --

arch ing re al ity for the res i dents with a

very con trolled and often min i mal al low --

ance for in flu ence from the com mu ni ties

which sur rounded the res i dents prior to

ad mis sion.  Bronfenbrenner would shake

his head at how we san i tize and dis en gage

the nat u ral eco-sys tem of these youths as

we at tempt to cre ate a more use ful, ther a --

peu tic life space to cre ate change for the

better in our res i dents. 

The pool of re fer rals to these pro --

grams is quite ex clu sive, since al most all of 

our res i dents have ex pe ri enced both ne --

glect and abuse in their young lives.  The

de vel op men tal con se quences of these life

ex pe ri ences have se ri ously im pacted the

healthy de vel op men tal jour neys of our

charges, and this is prob a bly the sin gle

larg est fac tor im ped ing their abil ity to be

suc cess ful in lead ing man age able lives.  In

fact, the ego-centric, sur vival ori ented

world view that re sults from early abuse

and ne glect is prob a bly the com mon

theme that neg a tively im pacts each of the

youth.  An ex clu sive bunch in deed.

The pro gram focus for most is to cre --

ate a safe, pre dict able en vi ron ment that

can man age the some times de struc tive and 

im pul sive be hav ior that arises and to cre --

ate re spon si ble be hav iour in the youth. 

The method to achieve this is to have

rules, rou tines, ac tiv i ties and en vi ron men tal 

con trols that will sup port the daily events

that occur.  Staff mem bers will be trained

to cre ate a pre dict able, safe and well or ga --

nized liv ing sit u a tion where ex pec ta tions

are set by the pro gram for all the res i --

dents, some times in di vid u al ized, other

times stan dard ized.  Safety and con trol are

the main dy nam ics and be hav ior that chal --

lenges safety and good order is

dis cour aged by ex ter nal con trol. In deed,

not much treat ment can occur in an un --

safe en vi ron ment and use ful pro grams are

safe pro grams first.

Rules, rou tines, ac tiv i ties and en vi ron --

men tal con trols are the out line or bare

bones of a treat ment pro gram and re ally
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do not by them selves de liver much in cen --

tive to learn and change.  In fact, safety

does not cre ate learn ing, it just cre ates

safety.  It sets up the pos si bil ity of learn ing

and sup ports learn ing, but only if there is

some kind of learn ing cur ric u lum in tro --

duced.  When the only learn ing of fered is

based on how to be suc cess ful in this ex --

clu sive, in tru sive, ex pen sive and in ten sive

en vi ron ment, there will not be much that

can be suc cess fully taken home to the nat --

u ral eco-sys tem of each youth.  Well

or ga nized liv ing spaces and behaviorally

com pli ant youth may seem to be a good

goal to strive for, but there is lit tle use ful

learn ing hap pen ing.

A safety pro gram is not a treat ment

pro gram, it is just a safety pro gram.  It can

be or ga nized and run by hard work ing

con trol ori ented peo ple and ac tu ally looks 

use ful to out sid ers, but such an in ten sive,

in tru sive, ex pen sive and ex clu sive at tempt

to be help ful should have better goals than 

this.
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One of the many things I have cher --

ished since be com ing in creas ingly

con nected to the in ter na tional Child and

Youth Care com mu nity over the years is

the won der ful shared im por tance placed

on the rhythms, cer e mo nies and tra di tions 

of our work. When I was asked to write

an ar ti cle for the 200th edi tion of CYC-On --

line I felt ap pro pri ately hon ored and

wanted to pick an ap ro pos topic to write

about. That turned into quite a strug gle for 

me. I guess over the years I have be come

most rec og nized in the Child and Youth

Care world for my work, pre sen ta tions,,

and writ ings on su per vi sion and lead er ship, 

but some how I kept pro cras ti nat ing in de --

cid ing on a topic and this one did not

make it for the 200th edi tion. I re mem --

bered that when the In dian au thor

Arundhati Roy was heavily pres sured to

write an other novel after her earth shak --

ing “The God of Small Things” she said

that these sub jects were her pas sion and

she could not write an other work “until it 

just dances out of me”. The im por tance of 

qual ity su per vi sion for Child and Youth
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Care work ers is cer tainly a pas sion of

mine, but since noth ing was “danc ing out

of me” I de cided to ap proach it by think ing 

of what the pri mary foun da tion of my en --

tire ca reer has been (in clu sive of

su per vi sion)…and fi nally the idea “danced

out”. 

Long be fore I put a label on it the foun --

da tional core that has guided my work

with chil dren, and my be lief sys tem about

our work, is what I now refer to as

“Money in the Bank”. Of course, it is not

the legal ten der ver sion of money, but the

re la tional money that we can de posit with

a child based on build ing pos i tive re la tion --

ships, re spect, gen u ine car ing, and

con tin u ally re fin ing “the art” of our work

with chil dren. With out any ed u ca tion in

Child and Youth Care, and with no ex pe ri --

ence work ing with chil dren, from my first

day in the field as a di rect Child and Youth

Care worker I in stinc tively un der stood

this work was pri mar ily re la tional above all 

else. 

I first used the ac tual “Money in the

Bank” label when I be came the As so ci ate

Di rec tor of a very large res i den tial treat --

ment cen ter near New York City. I had

been the Di rec tor of the ad o les cent girls’

pro gram for two years prior to that. In

that unit we had been suc cess ful in cre at --

ing a non-vi o lent cul ture and fully

elim i nat ing re straints of chil dren. How ever, 

in mov ing into the larger po si tion within

the agency I was in her it ing over view of

three boys’ units where the num ber of re --

straints were still as tro nom i cally high. As a 

way to send a strong mes sage that re --

strain ing chil dren was not an ac cept able

prac tice I de cided to teach the Cor nell

Ther a peu tic Cri sis In ter ven tion course

my self, along with a di rect ser vice Child

and Youth Care worker. This would allow

for the mes sage of re straint re duc --

tion/elim i na tion and the em pha sis on a

re la tional ap proach to be com ing straight

from the pro gram ex ec u tive level. I orig i --

nally de scribed “Money in the Bank” in

that course as build ing re la tion ship cur --

rency with a child so there was some thing

to “draw out” in times of cri sis. I would

ex plain that many times when a child

would be es ca lat ing in cri sis a Child and

Youth Care worker would walk in on it

and the mood would come right down to

a calmer level. Other work ers would walk

in and the mood would im me di ately get

more ag i tated. I the o rized this was not

about the po si tion of the stars that day. It

was more about how much the ‘re la tional

money’ the worker had de pos ited with the 

child that cre ated a cer tain level of safety

for the child. That sense of safety could

help them calm down just by the worker’s

pres ence. 

The phi los o phy and term were very at --

trac tive to many of our higher cal i ber

work ers and be fore long “Money in the

Bank” be came part of the agency cul ture.

The term would be used reg u larly among

work ers and in meet ings. As time went on

I be came more aware of how often when

we built a re la tion ship with a child we

would be frus trated by not al ways see ing

the healthy growth in the child we hoped

for while they were still in the pro gram. It

oc curred to me how often a child would

leave the pro gram and work ers would feel
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pes si mis tic about that child’s fu ture. Then,

per haps years later, the child would get

back in touch with the worker and be

doing quite well in life. They would so

often refer to some thing the worker said

or did in the mo ment (many times the

worker did not even re mem ber it) that al --

ways stuck with them as a guid ing force in

their life. I then ex panded the “Money in

the Bank” con cept to in clude the idea that 

any re la tion ship money we de posit stays

there after the child leaves the pro gram

and is there for them to “draw out” at

var i ous times later in life. In try ing to de --

fine the art of “Money in the Bank” I

sug gest:

“Money in the Bank” is the re la tion ship 

money a Child and Youth Care worker

“de pos its” with a child in the con tin u ous

course of being with that child. The sense

of safety and trust this “re la tion ship

money” builds may be drawn out in a cri sis 

time to help a child com pose them selves,

or sim ply stay with the chil dren when they 

leave care to be drawn out many years

later.

It is widely ac cepted that those of us

who choose to ded i cate our life’s work to

Child and Youth Care are not likely to

make a lot of money and be come rich in

the mon e tary sense. But, I think we also

know how much “richer” we are than

most be cause of the many pre cious mo --

ments we ex pe ri ence when we build

pos i tive re la tion ships with the chil dren we

work with. It is, for us, the real “Money in

the Bank”. There are many ways get rich in 

this way and I will out line a few below.

Since Child and Youth Care work is so

much about re la tion ships, and there are so 

many “sto ries” that cap ture key mo ments

in our work, I will il lus trate a num ber of

ways a Child and Youth Care worker can

put “Money in the Bank” with a child by

shar ing some re flec tions below.

Be a $7 for $5 worker

Bill Rus sell played 13 years for the

Boston Celtics. His team won 11 Na tional

Bas ket ball As so ci a tion cham pi on ships dur --

ing that pe riod and he was clearly the

cen ter piece of those teams. He was very

gifted ath let i cally, but was not the best

phys i cal ath lete in the sport and was often 

out sized at his po si tion. When asked what

the key to his un ri valed suc cess in being a

key player in win ning cham pi on ships was

he said sim ply “When I was young my fa --

ther told me “Son, when a man pays you

$5 for a day’s work you al ways give him $7 

worth of work”. Child and Youth Care

work ers who want to de posit money in

the bank should strive to be that 7 for 5

worker. In a speech given to new Child and 

Youth Care Work ers in Durban, Ernie

Night in gale (2000) spoke of the im por --

tance of the com mit ment to “hang in

there” when times are tough. He said that

some of the best Child and Youth Care

work ers he knew had un der stood the im --

por tance of this kind of com mit ment in

their prac tice and pri or i tized it. One spe --

cial ex am ple of a $7 for $5 com mit ment

would be a story that in volves Holly, a girl

who lived the in res i den tial unit I was Di --

rec tor of back in the 1980’s. Holly got

back in touch after some years and she
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and I con nected to co-train a work shop

on “Money in the Bank” (by then she was

in her late 30’s and very sta ble in life with

a suc cess ful ca reer). The train ing was set

up to take a look at how this “re la tional

money” was viewed by her as a

16-year-old in the pro gram and me as Di --

rec tor back then as well as how she and I

viewed it pres ently. The au di ence in cluded

both Child and Youth Care work ers and

teen age girls in care from a sim i lar unit to

hers when she was in our pro gram. In an

un re hearsed mo ment I asked her to share

a par tic u lar ex am ple of a way that a

worker made a “large de posit” with her.

She re called Mar ga ret as her fa vor ite Child 

and Youth Care worker. Mar ga ret was the

se nior worker in that cot tage. She worked 

a full time job in the busi ness world and

then five nights a week from 5:30pm to

mid night as a Child and Youth Care

worker. She had a “tough” ex te rior with

very strict rules about re spect and keep ing 

a clean house. How ever, the girls also

knew she was also “a softie” in side. She

was able to nur ture and show love to the

girls long be fore we dared put that word

to it in Child and Youth Care. Holly shared 

that she felt very safe with Mar ga ret and

some times when the over night worker

was new, or not re li able, she would pur --

posely cre ate a cri sis in the unit so that

Mar ga ret would have to stay past mid night 

to help the other worker set tle ev ery one

down. She would then spend time to talk

to Holly to set tle her down. By that time,

with Mar ga ret’s pres ence, the rest of the

girls were sleep ing and Holly could feel

safer with the over night per son there.

When I asked Holly what made that so

spe cial she sim ply said “Mar ga ret never

once looked at her watch dur ing those

times”. Voila, “Money in the Bank”! There

are many other ways a worker can show

the kind of com mit ment to earn the rep u --

ta tion with chil dren as a $7 for $5 worker.

These might in clude com ing in a half hour

early (even with out get ting paid!) on days

where a big rec re ation trip is hap pen ing to 

be sure all was pre pared, bring ing in a spe --

cial home made treat for a unit party, being 

will ing to “risk your prac tice” some by

being extra re flec tive in a su per vi sion ses --

sion about your strug gles as a way to grow 

pro fes sion ally, etc. 

Believe in “the goodness of kids”

I be lieve one of the best de vel op ments

in Child and Youth Care prac tice over the

past num ber of years has been more and

more pro grams es tab lish ing a fo cused

“strengths based” phi los o phy of care.

Train ing work ers to think and re spond in a 

‘strengths’- based way will have many pos i --

tive im pacts. A key one is that much

“money in the bank” can be de pos ited by

a gen u ine be lief on the Child and Youth

Care worker’s part in the “good ness of

kids”. One of the more poi gnant and

heart-wrench ing re mind ers of the im por --

tance of this came a cou ple of years ago

when Jill Shah and I were asked to visit a

30-day Youth Shel ter pro gram in Texas to

make rec om men da tions on how they

could im prove their ser vices and adopt a

“con trol to col lab o ra tion” pro cess in

work ing with youth in the shel ter. The
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pro gram was in deep trou ble at the time

and some one at a se nior man age ment

level was tem po rarily com ing down a num --

ber of or ga ni za tional lev els to take over

the shel ter to sta bi lize it. Their mis sion

talked of a hav ing a “home like en vi ron --

ment” for kids be tween place ments. After

a day of vis it ing the pro gram in ac tion, as

well as in ter view ing

staff and kids, we sug --

gested to the se nior

man ager the best

place to start the

tran si tion was to

hear clearly that in

the full day there we

did n’t see even one

“home-like” thing in

the pro gram. The se --

nior man ager was a

very sound pro fes --

sional. She took that

very well and was

even more mo ti vated 

for change. Of

course, we could n’t bring that par tic u lar

opin ion to all of the staff with out (pos si --

bly) in sult ing them be yond re pair. How ever, 

we did need to grab their at ten tion at the

end of day one. Dur ing the day in an in ter --

view with one of the 15 year old girls we

asked her: “What is the one big gest thing

you want to leave with from this pro gram? 

What is most im por tant to you as a per --

son? What will you want to look back on

in twenty years about your time here at

the shel ter?” This tough-look ing girl whom 

the staff de scribed as needy and some --

times greedy about con crete things had

tears well up in her eyes and said very

thought fully, with a pain ful sad ness, “Well,

it has n’t hap pened yet in my 20 days here,

but I would like for just once, only one

time, the adults here not to be lieve I’ll do

the wrong thing”. After the tears dried up

in our eyes we brought that ex am ple to

the table at the end of day sum mary with

all the staff. It was

the one thing that

grabbed the most of

their at ten tion.

“Some one be lieves in 

me” is a mes sage

that will lead to a de --

posit of a for tune of

“money in the bank”. 

 Being “present in
the moment”

As Holly’s story

shows so clearly,

youth find it ex --

tremely im por tant

for the Child and Youth Care worker to

be “pres ent in the mo ment” (Masson,

2000). VanderVen (1991) points out that

one of the things that makes Child and

Youth Care work so spe cial and unique is

the work done in the “life-space” of the

child. I re mem ber Thom Garfat, in an in --

for mal dis cus sion, talk ing about how

im por tant it was for Child and Youth Care 

work ers to no tice those “bids for con nec --

tions” that youth will make. The Child and

Youth Care worker has to con sis tently be

pres ent in the mo ment to no tice those

“bids” and much money can be de pos ited
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in the re la tional bank from no tic ing them.

Of course, many youth in care show these

bids in ways that may be ag gres sive, some --

what anti-so cial look ing, ap pear ing

dis in ter ested, with loud talk ing when the

worker is talk ing to an other close by, etc.

It is im por tant the worker no tice the bid

and later seek the child out and in vite

them to talk about it in a pri vate space.

Just the fact the worker no ticed the bid

puts a de posit in the bank and much

“money” can be added by show ing the

child an in ter est in un der stand ing what it

meant. I re mem ber once on a rec re ation

trip ask ing a youth who was nor mally shy

and very co op er a tive to sit in the row be --

hind me in the van on the way back to the 

cen ter. When en ter ing the van he went

right by that seat, ig nor ing my in struc tions,

and sat in the back row. I let it go and the

next day asked him what that was about.

He apol o gized and told me he had a crush

on one of the girls on the trip, had been

too afraid to talk with her, and when he

saw an empty seat by her he de cided to sit 

near her. As a re minder of what mindset

being in res i den tial care can cre ate in a

child he then asked if he was in trou ble. I

as sured him he was not and asked how it

went with the girl. He said he still did n’t

talk with her in the van. That led to a

twenty-min ute talk be tween us about

ideas on how he could ap proach her again. 

He pro fusely thanked me for my ad vice

after the dis cus sion (I don’t re mem ber if

he got the girl in the end though!).

Don’t forget your sense of humor

Nancy was a girl in our pro gram who

came into my of fice one day to ask if I

could help her with spell ing and gram mar

in a let ter she was writ ing to “her judge”

back in her home town. She ex plained the

judge had a spe cial in ter est in her and she

wanted to write to him. I re plied of course 

and was feel ing quite joy ful she was being

this re spon si ble. She quickly said “Ok, I’ll

just leave it with you”, and left al most be --

fore it was fully in my hand. I was busy and 

put the let ter aside for an hour. When I

read it I was star tled. She was tell ing the

judge she did n’t need to be in res i den tial

treat ment, how all the other girls were

“crazy”, and how awful it was for a Di rec --

tor (me) for not rec og niz ing this. She went 

on for a para graph or two ques tion ing my

in tel li gence, my knowl edge, whether I ever 

worked with kids be fore this, etc., etc. A

day later she came back in my of fice

sheep ishly, ap par ently re al iz ing her strat egy 

to give the let ter to me may not have been 

the wis est. “Where is that let ter?” she

asked care fully. I told her she had done a

pretty good job with com pos ing it, I had

made some cor rec tions and asked if she

needed a stamp to mail it. I thought she

would faint, then she gave me the strang --

est look, and walked out with the let ter

(and three stamps). When the judge called

me to fol low up I ar ranged a meet ing for

the three of us to dis cuss it. When I told

her of the meet ing she prob a bly thought

she would be in trou ble for the things she

said about me in the let ter. When the

meet ing began we both com pli mented
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Nancy on her abil ity to ex press her self.

We said we were happy we were both

con sid ered such im por tant peo ple in her

life. We agreed if she was that un happy we 

would ar range for her to have a sec ond

meet ing with her so cial worker, Child and

Youth Care worker, and her par ents to re --

view the place ment de ci sion and look at

how we could help her better. The look

on her face was pre cious: ”Money in the

Bank”! 

Avoid the “compliance trap”

When fa cil i tat ing a train ing with Child

and Youth Care staff who work in “shift”

set tings I can often get large smiles when

men tion ing those end of shift pro gram

logs that say “Good shift, no prob lems”. I

usu ally sug gest that it prob a bly meant

“Good shift, I was n’t look ing closely”. Just

the na ture of bring ing to gether some times 

as many as twenty youth work ing through

daily is sues in the

same space for eight

hours sug gests the

road will not be that

smooth. In far too

many cases the Child 

and Youth Care

worker starts to

judge his or her own 

abil i ties and com pe --

tence by “how well

the kids be have”.

This is often com pounded by point sys --

tems, su per vi sor or agency phi los o phies

that sub tly (or not so sub tly) have a pri --

mary focus of re ward ing work ers and

youth for how com pli ant the youth are in

re gard to pro gram rules, adult di rec tions,

etc. Of course, there has to be safety in

the life-space for youth and Child and

Youth Care work ers. A cer tain level of

order is nec es sary for the pro gram to

func tion con sis tently, but slid ing into an

over-focus on com pli ance can be all too

se duc tive as a way to judge suc cess for the 

worker or for growth in a child. I have al --

ways loved Lorraine Fox’s (1994) po si tion

that sees com pli ance as a po ten tial ca tas --

tro phe in pro vid ing qual ity treat ment for

youth. She points out that the will ing ness

to com ply for many youth who have been

sex u ally abused, fol low neg a tive peers, etc.

it was their in abil ity not to com ply that

brought them into a sit u a tion where they

were need ing care. There was a girl who I

worked with as Di rec tor of a res i den tial

unit named Maria. She was a girl who was

some times sig nif i cantly de pressed, had

self-de struc tive ten --

den cies, and most

often took out her

anger on her self and

not out wardly on

oth ers. She was a

very pop u lar girl

with all in the pro --

gram as she was

ex tremely po lite and

“com pli ant” with

most rules. She grad --

u ated high school

with us, went to uni ver sity, and kept in

touch. She has an ex cel lent job now and

re cently in vited me to din ner to meet her

hus band and two teen aged chil dren in a
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res tau rant in Span ish Har lem in New York 

City. Of course, we were rem i nisc ing and

tell ing sto ries at din ner. When it was my

turn I told a story that sur prised her. After 

shar ing with her chil dren what a po lite and 

sen si tive per son their Mom was as a teen --

ager, I said I did re mem ber a time when

she cursed in my of fice. Maria looked sur --

prised, per haps a bit an noyed, and said she

did not re mem ber it. I as sured her kids

she did not do this much and it was the

only time I ever heard her curse out loud.

The kids looked at each other and said

play fully “You should hear her now!” I told 

them Mom came in my of fice where her

so cial worker and a Child and Youth Care

worker were also pres ent about two

months be fore she was leav ing after three

years in the pro gram. She blurted out how 

angry she was with some thing we had de --

cided, hurled a few clas sic curse words

into the air, and stormed out. I asked Maria 

if she knew what we did when she left the

of fice. She said “You must have been dis ap --

pointed”. I laughed and said “Not at all, we 

clapped for you”. She looked puz zled and

asked why. I ex plained that we all ap pre ci --

ated her being well be haved so often, but

real growth for her was to stop tak ing her 

anger out inwardly on herself and let it

out more … and she had just done that in

grand fashion! She started to tear-up a

little and said “You all really did

understand me”. 

Wel come them “home” and re mem ber 

the im por tance of “mean ing mak ing”

We would prob a bly all agree that it is

cru cial to make a child en ter ing a pro gram

on the first day to feel wel comed, that

they will be safe there, that we will care

for them, and we would hope fully be able

to make it as much a home-like at mo --

sphere as pos si ble. A big smile came to my 

face when I first read Kiaras Gharabaghi’s

(2010) won der fully pro voc a tive ar ti cle

“Three Pro foundly Stu pid Ideas”. In the ar --

ti cle Kiaras points out some of the many

things we, as Child and Youth Care prac ti --

tio ners and agen cies, con tinue to buy into,

and some times can even see as nor mal,

when if we took a small step back we

could eas ily see how il log i cal they are in

help ing youth grow health ily and im prove

their self-es teem. The ar ti cle put words

and a frame work to some thing I al ways re --

al ized in my ca reer al though I was not

al ways fully in no cent of such pro foundly

stu pid things my self. I was not al ways able

to avoid them in my di rect in ter ac tions

with kids or change them in a pro gram

(even as a se nior man ager) be cause of

how in grained they can be come in

every-day life for us and chil dren. Putt ing

sig nif i cant “money in the bank” with kids

en tails being aware when these pro foundly 

stu pid things are hap pen ing, ac knowl edg ing 

them, and work ing to change them. One

pri mary ex am ple would be how often a

child is not treated any thing like being

“wel comed home” when re turn ing from a

run-away event or AWOL (the term

makes me cringe every time it is used, it is

not a mil i tary set ting!). Many times when a 

youth leaves the pro gram they are hurt ing

or angry, they put them selves in a sit u a tion 

that may be un safe for an ex tended pe riod. 

They ul ti mately make a good de ci sion to

re turn to the safety of the pro gram. Far
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too often they are greeted with a scowl ing 

worker who ex presses dis ap point ment

they left and did not try to work the issue

out in the pro gram. They are then handed

a con se quence for their “bad be hav ior”. I

have al ways felt a “pro foundly bril liant

idea” would be to throw them, and the en --

tire liv ing unit, a party when they re turn;

com plete with ice cream and cake. This

would be a “wel come home” mes sage that 

would say we are glad you made a good

de ci sion, you are safe, and now we will do

what we are paid for (and hope fully came

into the field for) and try to help you

work through the is sues that got you to

the point of leav ing. Con se quences are

very deeply in grained in many pro grams so 

I was never able to pro duce the ac tual

party even as a Di rec tor in a pro gram with 

gen er ally ex cel lent and for ward think ing

work ers. How ever, I did pro duce a unique

ap proach for our agency that opened up

the bank for much larger “de pos its”. We

added a rule that if a girl wrote a let ter

be fore she went AWOL she would get

only half the nor mal con se quence on re --

turn. If she called us while she was away to 

tell us she was safe an other 50% con se --

quence re duc tion was put in place. It took

a lot to con vince the skep ti cal staff this

was a good idea. Al though I could n’t move

them away from all con se quences we did

agree there should be a spe cial re la tional

focus to make the girl as wel comed and

nur tured as pos si ble upon re turn. This was 

not so hard be cause for most of them it

was their in stinc tive ap proach to the work, 

sep a rate from these pro foundly stu pid

ideas we get trapped in. The skep tics got

an early boost as some of the first let ters

said things like “Dear Frank. I am going

AWOL. I am tired of this place. I am going

home and will prob a bly hang out with my

friends for a day or two. I’ll re turn on

Sunday, or maybe Mon day if I am hav ing a

good time. Oh, and don’t for get Frank, half

my con se quence for this note”. I just grit --

ted my teeth, took a deep breath, and

hon ored our com mit ment to her! As

pointed out ear lier in this ar ti cle putting

“money in the bank” entails believing in

kids. Over time, when the girls realized the 

caring here was legitimate many of the

letters started to be very different. Some

of them read:

“I am going AWOL because that worker

got me so angry I would have punched

them so hard in the face if they kept

badgering me. I am on probation and I

might go to jail if I did that. I want to

control my temper better but can’t.”

“I left be cause my uncle is get ting out of

prison this week. My aunt and mother

are very fright ened be cause he would hit

my aunt and some times hurt the kids. I

had a good re la tion ship with him so I

think I can talk to him to help my mother 

and aunt.” 

“I am going AWOL be cause you peo ple

are stu pid. I need to go into a drug

re-hab pro gram and my so cial worker

does n’t be lieve me. I am going to try to

get my mother to take me for an

eval u a tion her self.” 
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Do any of the above three ex am ples

sound like it was poor de ci sion-mak ing or

“bad be hav ior” that should be given a con --

se quence?? The amount of in for ma tion to

en hance our work with these girls after

this was ex po nen tial. More im por tantly the 

girls across the unit were get ting a sense

they were re ally being “heard” when they

were upset. Krueger (1998) points out the 

im por tance for us to con sider “mean ing

mak ing” of our work. Garfat and Fulcher

(2011) framed the prac tice of mean ing

mak ing as one of the 25 foun da tional el e --

ments of a Child and Youth Care

ap proach. In the case of our jour ney of

view ing the re sponse to AWOL’s in our

pro gram as a way to cap i tal ize on putt ing

as much “money in the bank” as pos si ble

with the girls we had to self-re flect, with

“mean ing mak ing”, very care fully about our 

re sponses to the girls for this be hav ior. We 

had to min i mize our in ter pre ta tion of it

being “act ing out” and con cep tu al ize it as a 

pos si ble good de ci sion in tough cir cum --

stances as well as an opportunity to make

a relational deposit. 

Engage, Collaborate and Nurture after
Crisis

When one con sid ers the life ex pe ri --

ences so many of the chil dren we work

with have had be fore com ing into our pro --

grams we can only imag ine how much

re jec tion they have ex pe ri enced. I have

often said that if we do noth ing else in our 

work (though hop ing we do much more),

we should not re ject a child or ex press

dis ap point ment in them after an event

where they have dis played very chal leng ing 

be hav ior. That is what so many oth ers have 

done in sim i lar cir cum stances, so what a

golden op por tu nity it might be to put

“money in the bank” by nur tur ing them

after a crisis incident.

 I spent much of my ca reer try ing to

avoid per form ing phys i cal re straints of chil --

dren my self. I also highly pri or i tized

re straint re duc tion/elim i na tion in pro --

grams I di rected, as well as ad vo cat ing for

re straint re duc tions while serv ing on the

na tional Res i den tial Ad vi sory Board of

Child Wel fare League of Amer ica. How --

ever, there were some times other re al i ties 

to our work very early in my ca reer and

on some oc ca sions I found my self in a po --

si tion to try my best to enact a safe

re straint of a child. I be lieve strongly that

phys i cal re straints, no mat ter how much

we try to jus tify them, have the im pact of

plac ing major un pro duc tive “with draw als”

on our money in the bank with a child. I

also have a strong be lief, and have com --

mented in a pre vi ous ar ti cle, (Delano,

2000) that a re straint of a child can never

be con sid ered best prac tice. It should not

be con sid ered a “last re sort ther a peu tic
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in ter ven tion” but rather a “ther a peu tic

fail ure”. It does not nec es sar ily mean the

worker “failed”, but that the after-re straint 

focus should be to as sess whether the

pro gram does n’t have enough re sources to 

care for chil dren with out re strain ing, and if 

they are using the ones they have wisely.

One strat egy after any cri sis is to use Redl 

and Wineman’s Life Space In ter view

(1959). In the part where the worker is

ex plor ing the child’s per cep tion of re al ity

in the in ci dent I al ways added a mod i fi ca --

tion where I would gently in ter rupt the

child and say “We have talked about your

be hav ior a lot. Let’s talk about mine in this

in ci dent. What could I have done better?”

In my years as a di rect ser vice Child and

Youth Care worker in a cot tage there was

a boy named Rob ert. For what ever it is

worth Rob ert’s IQ was in the mid 60’s. He 

was a very chubby boy, had very low es --

teem, and often had mucus run ning from

his nose. He was very clingy and gen er ally

pleas ant to adults but when he ‘lost it’ he

had very lit tle abil ity to “talk it out”.

Hence, Rob ert had to be re strained a

num ber of times. He was large and round

so they were dif fi cult re straints to do

alone (and yes, that was the norm back

then). My co-worker was the cot tage man --

ager Miss Rose. She was a strict, but

nur tur ing, woman who lived in an apart --

ment in the same build ing with the kids.

She would come to work in heels and a

dress most days. The kids highly re spected 

her and saw her as a mother fig ure, and

she was not doing any re straints. So I, the

ath letic, youn ger one, had that “honor”. I

would often end up bruised after one with 

Rob ert. Each time I re strained Rob ert he

was very sad af ter wards. Miss Rose would

leave me with the rest of the kids after the 

in ci dent and take Rob ert out for a ham --

burger. I re spected her skills and

knowl edge, but I was the one that was

bruised! This went on a cou ple of times

and when I fi nally ex pressed my con cerns

with this she brushed it off say ing “He

must be fed”. After one or two more re --

straints I raised it in su per vi sion with the

Di rec tor and he said he would han dle it.

After two more re straints for Frank, and

then ham burg ers for Rob ert and Miss

Rose, I went back to him to see what hap --

pened in his dis cus sion with her. He said “I 

tried to talk with her but she just looked

at me and said he must be fed! She is too

valu able for me to mess with on this so I

left it alone”. Un re lated to this, both Miss

Rose and I moved on the other pro grams

a few months later. Rob ert went home to

live with his fam ily. At a cam pus grad u a tion 

cer e mony three years later he re turned to 

cam pus to visit. He was much slim mer

with smart suit on, had a big smile on his

face, and even had a job run ning mes sages

up and down stairs in a com pany near his

home. Just when I was sa vor ing this, Miss

Rose walked over, el bowed me gently in

the ribs, and said “He must be fed!” At

that point the art of our work hit me and

what Miss Rose was doing mag i cally made

so much sense. I am not sure if re search

would bear it out but the art of our work

told me while she never ar tic u lated it, the

ham burg ers were Rob ert’s “life space in --

ter view”. He would be very sad and had so 

lit tle ca pac ity to talk the is sues through
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after the re straint it would have been very 

hard to nur ture and re as sure him with

words. But, what better way to nur ture a

child such as Rob ert to show him you still

care than to feed him? It was such a bril --

liant use of “money in the bank” I

over came my nag ging feel ing that maybe I

should have been the one to get those

ham burg ers and not Miss Rose! I did n’t do 

any more re straints in my ca reer as my re --

la tion ship-build ing skills grew after that

pe riod. How ever, after any cri sis where a

child was angry or verbally aggressive

towards me I made sure to take him or

her out afterwards to shoot baskets, sit

down and eat together, or give other “I

want to be with you” messages to put that 

money in the bank. 

Love the Unlovable

I have al ways felt pos i tively about the

Re claim ing Youth con cept of the im por --

tance of “lov ing the un lov able”. Of course

Brendtro, Brokenleg and Van Bockern

(1992) were not im ply ing there are kids

who are lit er ally un lov able, but rather

stress ing the im por tance of reach ing out

to and ac cept ing the most dif fi cult and

chal leng ing kids to be around. James Free --

man (2014) points out that very often the

youth who are the most dif fi cult to con --

nect with need human con nec tions the

most. In a re cent ar ti cle in Child and Youth 

Care-Net I told the story of a girl named

Chris tine who was a stu dent worker in

our rec re ation of fice. In an up set ting

phone call with her mother she ripped my

phone out of the wall and threw it across
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the room in my di rec tion (Delano, 2105).

She was cer tainly not at her “lov able best” 

at that mo ment and stormed out of the

of fice curs ing. It was a golden “money in

the bank” op por tu nity at that point. I will

never for get the look on her face the next 

day when I told her she was not fired from 

her job, she was a very valu able worker,

and speak ing as her boss, she better get to 

work quickly! The po si tion of Rec re ation

Di rec tor in a res i den tial pro gram for over

140 youth gave mul ti ple op por tu ni ties to

make sig nif i cant “money in the bank” de --

pos its. Even when kids are in their most

“un lov able” mo ments mak ing them feel,

and ac tu ally be, wanted and use ful de pos its 

for tunes of money. Per haps the most

mem o ra ble ex am ple re volved around a girl 

named Becky. I was new to the rec re ation

po si tion after 5 years as a di rect ser vice

Child and Youth Care worker in the liv ing

units. I was build ing the pro gram and

wanted to make as many con nec tions as

pos si ble with kids I did not know yet to

en gage them in the cen tral rec re ation pro --

gram. One af ter noon I had some fil ing and

dec o rat ing work to be done and called the 

Guid ance Coun selor of the on-cam pus

school to ask if there was a stu dent free

who could do some work for me. She

would be paid (lit er ally) the grand sum of

$1 per hour. When he an swered I could

barely hear him as there was a lot of bang --

ing and a girl scream ing in the back ground.

I asked to have a girl come down to work

and he said “I can’t help now, it is wild up

here”. Un de terred, I said “Who is that in

the back ground scream ing”? He told me it

was a new girl Becky who was very ag i --

tated (ob vi ously) and had cre ated all sorts

of may hem in the school her first few days 

there. I said “Well, when she is fin ished

scream ing send her down to work”. He

said “Are you crazy?” I said. “Well, I need

the work done and it will get her out of

your hair today. It is calm and quiet here

with no stim u la tion so maybe it will help

her set tle in”. What a gold mine de vel oped 

in so many ways! Fif teen min utes later this 

angry look ing girl came in steam ing “Who

are you and what do you want??” I told

her who I was and there was work to be

done at $1 per hour. She gave me the

strang est look. When she re al ized I was n’t

kid ding she got si lent and told me she was --

n’t al ways this wild but it was so hard for

her being at the cen ter. She then told me a 

key name to ad dress her when she was

get ting upset be cause that is what her par --

ents did and it some times worked. She

agreed to get to work and she ul ti mately

be came a val ued stu dent worker in my

pro gram for three years. She was re --

spected by all for her work and in many

ways be came the rep re sen ta tive face of

the rec re ation de part ment. Of course, she

still had “her mo ments” in the larger pro --

gram, but not at work. I had to with stand

the pres sure I re ceived from many about

“re ward ing her bad be hav ior” that day. But, 

it was “money in the bank” that never left

her and, by the way, the girl with the

momentary “unlovable” behavior became

quite easy for both adults and her peers to 

love for the way she carried herself in that 

program. 

Mak ing the ef fort to put “money in the

bank” with the “un lov able” has the di rect
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ef fect of help ing that child feel you care,

you still like them, and you ac cept them.

Even better is when you reach out to

those kids that Free man sug gests are the

hard est to con nect with every other kid in 

the pro gram sees that ges ture. You are

also putt ing “money in the bank” with

them as the be lief that you will also be

there for them in their rough mo ments is

planted. 

“They better want to come to see YOUR 
ditches”

Bas ket ball great Bill Rus sell grew up in

an awful ra cially seg re gated era in Lou i si --

ana. He was a very smart young ster, a

good stu dent and a ter rific ath lete. How --

ever, op por tu ni ties for Black youth in that

era were ex tremely lim ited. Re flect ing on

rea sons for his un par al leled suc cess and

level of ex cel lence in his ca reer he re calls

one day his fa ther took him aside and said

“Wil liam, I don’t know what you will be

when you grow up. You might be a teacher, 

you might stock shelves in a su per mar ket,

you could be a pro fes sional ath lete, per --

haps a doc tor, or you might end up dig ging 

ditches for a liv ing. Now, if you do end up

dig ging ditches son, there better damn well 

be peo ple com ing down here to Lou i si ana

from New York, Chi cago, De troit and all

over to see YOUR ditches. You have to

have pride and strive for ex cel lence in

what ever you do to be a re spected per son 

and to re spect your self”. A num ber of

years back I was try ing to come up with a

work ing def i ni tion of Child and Youth

Care work for our agency. I came up with

this:

We must al ways re spect “sci ence”. But,

we must re mem ber that while sci ence is

im por tant and should serve as a back drop,

work ing with chil dren is pri mar ily an “art”. 

It is foundationally about healthy

adult-child re la tion ships, feel ing and read --

ing the mo ment, sound judg ment, and that

truly ar tis tic thing called “gen u ine car ing”

... it is about putt ing “Money in the Bank”

with a child.

When ever I fa cil i tate a train ing now I

let the class know that I hope they leave

with a lot of knowl edge. How ever, I say my 

pri mary wish is they leave with many more 

ques tions than an swers: ques tions that re --

flect on them selves and their prac tice,

ques tions that ex plore new ideas they

heard in the train ing, ques tions that chal --

lenge them selves to look for ways to be

even more excellent, etc.

So, I close this ar ti cle with a few ques --

tions for the reader: How would you

de scribe your “art” of work ing with chil --

dren? What are the ways you are putt ing

“money in the bank” with chil dren now?

What can you do to help those “de pos its” 

grow? Ask your self what makes you a “$7

for $5 worker”? Most im por tantly, al --

though Child and Youth Care work is far

more impactful to oth ers than dig ging

ditches, why would I, or any Child and

Youth Care peers you re spect, want to

come and see your pro ver bial “ditches”?

That is, why would we want to come to

ad mire YOUR “art of work ing with chil --

dren”? It is the pride in our ef fort and the

beauty of our re la tional art that best puts
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that pre cious “money in the bank” with

chil dren…and the op por tu nity to build re --

la tion ship con nec tions with chil dren is a

pre cious thing we all should be honored

with and savor.
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The wind reached 60 miles an hour in

Scot land last night; yet today the tem --

per a ture is a balmy 15 de grees in Dub lin.

Late au tumn, early win ter, it does n’t quite

seem like ei ther, yet the weather, like the

theme of our ‘Celtic Con nec tion’ this

month seems rather am big u ous. ‘Les sons

learned’ in Child and Youth Care and les --

sons still to be learned (and re-learned)

are pon dered as we in tro duced our own

con tra dic tions.

A Glance Back into the Dark ness 

For many of us, Child & Youth has its

his tor i cal foun da tions in res i den tial care,

al though more and more con tem po rary

prac tice is seen to en com pass a va ri ety of

set tings for our work (res i den tial, fam ily or 

com mu nity set tings) across the world.

Child and Youth care worker prac tice has

a focus on the ‘real child’ in the ‘lifespace’;

prac tices which are in ter per sonal,

inter-sub jec tive, and con tex tual, how ever,

the jour ney to contemporised CYC think --

ing and doing has been rocky. His tory has

not been kind as our pro fes sion has

evolved and mid way through the sec ond

de cade of this cen tury, we rec on cile a leg --

acy of op pres sive and abu sive car ing that

was seen as being ac cept able at other

times. Whether in res i den tial homes (re li --

gious, char i ta ble or State run), sub sti tute

fam ily care or the abuses of ce leb ri ties or

pol i ti cians; chil dren and youth suf fered and 

were let down, and the les sons from the

past have had to be learned.

The Past Today

In our Celtic King doms, we are amidst

a pe riod of in tro spec tion, con sid er ing a
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past where youth en coun tered care en vi --

ron ments and in ter ven tions that were less 

about care and car ing and more about

dom i na tion and ex ploi ta tion. Dom i na tion

and ex ploi ta tion was un for tu nately the ex --

pe ri ence of many but thank fully it was not

the ex pe ri ence of all. 

As with any pro fes sion we need to

con sider this truth; we do not know it all!

Also, we need to re cog nise that we do not 

al ways get it right. If we have our eyes

open we can see that les sons are all

around us - both from the good and the

bad. Mis takes are in ev i ta ble but ac knowl --

edg ing this is not about ad mit ting we are

stu pid ... what would be stu pid would be

to throw the baby out with the bath water 

every time some thing goes wrong!

Dom i na tion and ex ploi ta tion are not

hall marks of car ing re spect ful cul tures;

these are about power and con trol, where 

ex clu sion and iso la tion con trib ute to a

‘might is right’ men tal ity based on over --

pow er ing the in di vid ual and con trol ling

what they do and how they do it. 

These cul tures, learned from ex pe ri --

ences of penal in sti tu tions and con trol

re gimes based on mod els of dom i nat ing to 

over come dif fi culty, have in ter fered with

the growth of our pro fes sion – but have

no place in it. Mar tin Lu ther notes, ‘a per --

son, who is con verted by fear, re mains

un con verted’. For some though, learn ing

this les son has been dif fi cult and there are

still some out there with a ways to go, but

of body of knowl edge is clear:

• We can not care by con trol , 

• We can not love by dom i nance, 

• We can not de velop self worth with

young peo ple with out cul tures of re -

spect, 

• We must pro mote re spect, re spon si bil -

ity and dig nity.

In short, care and car ing is a part ner --

ship with young peo ple and their fam i lies.

Of Les sons Learned

We now un der stand that:

• car ing and heal ing come from re la tion -

ships and not con trol

• con cen trat ing on def i cits does not rem -

edy emo tional dam age

• re sil iency is in nate but has to be nur -

tured

• when needs are met that emo tional

growth oc curs

• ef fec tive in ter ven tions re sult from par -

tic i pat ing with chil dren where they live

their lives.

Our pro fes sion has grown to un der --

stand that help ing and heal ing in ter twined

… Child and Youth Care Work ers (work --

ing with trou ble youth) must be com peted 

and con fi dent. They must be pro fes sion ally 

skilled. We need to help kids and their

fam i lies meet their needs for sig nif i cance

and com pe tence, au ton omy and al tru ism

and we un der stand that we must hang in

with kids and re sist temp ta tions to ‘throw

in the towel’ when the going is tough. 

In es sence, we are now in a better

place to know what works well and also

what may not; we should keep tell ing our --
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selves that we must be open to keep

learn ing, es pe cially the les sons of the past.

A Les son not For got ten 

One of the au thors has a re cent ‘back

to re al ity mo ment’ – this oc cur ring dur ing

a con ver sa tion with an el derly lady (who

was childminding the au thors kids), it was

a mo ment which chal lenged the as sump --

tions of a vet eran Child Care worker. This

lady was en quir ing as to the line of work

of the au thor was in. She was told that it

was Child and Youth Care Worker in res i --

den tial care and this sparked an in ter est. It

tran spired that the res i den tial fa cil ity the

writer worked was part of an or gani sa tion 

that the lady had been brought up in. On

hear ing this and con sid er ing the ‘past leg --

acy of our care sys tem’, the writer found

him self be gin ning to apo lo gise (for the way 

‘care’ hap pened in the past) and ad vised

her that ‘it’s not like that now-a-days’. To

the au thors as ton ish ment she be came a

lit tle bother and stated that she hoped

that the ‘care of today bloody better be

like it was in the past’. 

She went on to ad vise that she had had 

a very pos i tive ex pe ri ence of being cared

for and ex pressed how she felt loved and

nur tured grow ing up in that group home

… being in care had been a pos i tive foun --

da tion for the rest of her life. She had

raised her own fam ily and pro vided care

for a ‘lit ter of young sters’ in both day-care 

and sub sti tute fam ily care. As a child she

had a small group of carers whom she

loved and had felt loved by. The re la tion --

ships with her carers bore all the

char ac ter is tics of con tem po rary Child and

Youth Care think ing and prac tic ing, yet her 

ex pe ri ences were lo cated in the mid

1950’s! 

Docs, What Year are we in?

Mod ern meth ods of care and car ing lo --

cated in the past, felt like we had gone

‘Back to the Fu ture’. We may not have the

“hover-boards” pre dicted in the movie

with Mi chael J Fox, but the fu ture had al --

ready been there di rectly in front of us all

the time; had we been will ing to see and

hear about it. If the Child and Youth Car --

ing pro fes sion is to grow and be come

strength ened, we must be open to the les --

sons of the past; we must re cog nise that in 

our midst were both neg a tive and pos i tive

leg a cies.  

There is no doubt that abu sive re gimes

have ex isted, re gimes which left young sters 

trau ma tised or re-trau ma tised by their ex --

pe ri ence of care. None can deny that

re dress ing the past is clearly nec es sary to

help heal the wounds of the past, but baby

and the bath water should be des tined for

dif fer ent lo ca tions, not all past care has

been abu sive and det ri men tal. 

Harry Vorrath noted back in 1985 that

suc cess ful care sys tems de mand great ness

not obe di ence and as we con sider this we

thank the day-carer child minder (re ferred

to in the ar ti cle) for re mind ing us how

‘great’ that great ness can be WHEN we

get it right.

Maxie & Digs
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A mo men tous event in Ca na dian his --

tory took place in May 2015 with the 

re lease of Can ada’s Truth and Rec on cil i a --

tion Com mis sion’s (TRC) final re port.

After 6 years of gath er ing facts, ev i dence,

sur vi vors’ state ments, and rel e vant his tor i --

cal doc u ments (al beit not with out lengthy

court bat tles to ob tain ve he mently with --

held gov ern ment doc u men ta tion),

Can ada’s TCR has con cluded their pro cess 

of in ves ti gat ing and doc u ment ing the truth

about Res i den tial Schools and their on go --

ing de struc tive im pact on our na tion’s

in dig e nous peo ples. What I refer to as

Can ada’s “dirty lit tle se cret” has been ex --

posed, and the real truth has been told

from the lived ex pe ri ences of the sur vi --

vors. 

The cul tural geno cide prac tices and as --

sim i la tion pol i cies of the Ca na dian

gov ern ment’s Res i den tial School sys tem

have re sulted in a leg acy of intergeneration 

trauma for our First Na tion, Metis, and

Inuit peo ples. The fed eral gov ern ment

stripped ab orig i nal par ents of their pa ren --

tal rights, forc ibly re moved their chil dren,

placed them in in sti tu tions run by sev eral

churches with spe cific as sim i la tion tac tics

that in cluded forced Christianization,

demonizing of tra di tional re li gion, be liefs,

lan guage, cul tural prac tices, their lov ing

fam i lies and com mu ni ties, and sub ject ing

them to sig nif i cant ne glect and hor ren dous 

abuse. The res i den tial school ex pe ri ence

has had a sig nif i cant, long-last ing neg a tive

im pact on the so cial and emo tional

well-being of in dig e nous fam i lies and com --

mu ni ties in Can ada, re sult ing in a pleth ora

of so cial prob lems – to name just a few –

high rates of do mes tic vi o lence, sub stance

abuse, fam ily dys func tion, vi o lent deaths,

and sui cide. The pro cess of heal ing and

rec on cil i a tion must now begin to cre ate a

better fu ture for chil dren, ad o les cents, and 

31CYC-On line No vem ber 2015  Issue 201

Can ada’s Truth &
Rec on cil i a tion Com mis sion:

A CYC Call to Ac tionCan ada’s Truth & Rec on cil i a tion Com mis sion – A CYC Call  to Ac tion

Deborah MegensDeborah Megens



fam i lies; this IS the call ing and the work of

the Child and Youth Care (CYC) pro fes --

sion.

Al though this is seem ingly a Ca na dian

issue, it is sol idly em bed ded in the broader 

con text of global Eu ro pean col o ni za tion of 

in dig e nous peo ples, so it will be rel e vant

to all of our in ter na tional read ers. In fact,

the TRC has rec om mended that the

frame work for Ca na dian rec on cil i a tion be

con sis tent with the prin ci ples set out in

Ar ti cle 43 of the United Na tions Dec la ra --

tion on the Rights of In dig e nous Peo ples

(United Na tions, 2008) which calls for a

set of “min i mum stan dards for the sur vival, 

dig nity and well-being of the in dig e nous

peo ples of the world” (p. 14). This is a

glob ally-rel e vant event that the world can

learn from in ac knowl edg ing and ad dress --

ing in jus tices to in dig e nous peo ple

ev ery where.

Read ing the TCR re port, it is im me di --

ately ob vi ous that there is a clear call to

ac tion for CYC pro fes sion als, as it el o --

quently em braces the lan guage of the CYC 

pro fes sion. It re spect fully and ac cu rately

ac knowl edges the in jus tices of the past

and seeks to craft new so lu tions based on

intercultural com pe tency and col lab o ra --

tion be tween ab orig i nal and non-ab orig i nal 

Ca na di ans. The lan guage and con cepts ar --

tic u lated in the TCR re port, such as

self-de ter mi na tion, eq uity, in clu sion, re sil --

ience, em pa thy, re flec tion, mind ful ness,

youth en gage ment, ex plor ing mean ings,

cre at ing space, re spect ful di a logue, heal ing

re la tion ships, and shared re spon si bil ity all

res o nate as a di rect mes sage to CYC pro --

fes sion als. They are speak ing our lan guage,

so we need to lis ten, un der stand, and re --

spond. Given that the fast est grow ing

pop u la tion in Can ada is ab orig i nal, with al --

most half (48%) of them being youth

under the age 24 (Sta tis tics Can ada, 2013), 

this is our work, our call ing, our pro fes --

sion, our re spon si bil ity and, most

im por tantly, our op por tu nity to take a

lead er ship role in this his toric de vel op --

ment in Ca na dian his tory. I be lieve that no

pro fes sion is better po si tioned to re spond 
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to this call ing than CYC prac ti tio ners, ed u --

ca tors, and schol ars. 

The TRC re port con tains 94 Calls to

Ac tion, many of which speak di rectly to

the sec tors we work in, such as child wel --

fare, ed u ca tion, men tal health, youth

jus tice, and com mu nity ser vices/pro grams.

In ad di tion to the im por tant work of the

TRC, the Of fice of the Pro vin cial Ad vo cate 

in On tario has long been ad vo cat ing for

the needs and rights of ab orig i nal youth,

in clud ing or ga niz ing and host ing the Feath --

ers of Hope Fo rums to en gage and

em power to this dis en fran chised group.

The re sult ing re port, To gether we are Feath --

ers of Hope - A First Na tions Youth Ac tion

Plan (Pro vin cial Ad vo cate for Chil dren and

Youth, n.d.), mir rors many of the same is --

sues and rec om men da tions for ac tion as

the TRC re port. The mes sage is loud and

clear; much im por tant and ex cit ing work

lies ahead for CYC pro fes sion als.

As a non-ab orig i nal per son, ally and

CYC ed u ca tor, I have in cor po rated a

learn ing mod ule on the leg acy of Res i den --

tial Schools for first year CYC col lege

stu dents. I am re peat edly as tounded by

how lit tle is known about the his tory of

our in dig e nous peo ples; it sim ply has not

been in cluded ... until now; thanks to the

work of the TRC – Can ada’s his tory is

being more ac cu rately rep re sented. In the

wise words of the TRC re port, rec on cil i a --

tion must start with “on go ing pub lic

ed u ca tion and di a logue” (p. 238). I sug gest

that the first call to ac tion for Ca na dian

CYC pro fes sion als is to en sure that we all

re learn this im por tant na tional his tory –

the TRC and Feath ers of Hope re ports

are great places to start – and begin a se ri --

ous di a logue on our pro fes sion’s role in

the col lec tive re spon si bil ity for heal ing the

harms of our past and cre at ing a better

world for ab orig i nal youth. I look for ward

to the con ver sa tion, ad vo cacy, and ac tion.

Meegwetch (thank you in Ojibway)
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Danny was what we often refer to in

Scot land as a cheeky wee chappy. 

He was a per son able young man with a

cocky grin and a win ning sense of hu mour.   

But Danny could n’t tol er ate los ing.  He

loved to play foot ball and was pretty skil ful 

at it.  Our res i den tial boys’ school was

part of a foot ball league com prised of

other schools that ca tered to other young 

peo ple with ‘emo tional and be hav ioural

dif fi cul ties’.  There were reg u lar train --

ing/prac tice ses sions, and weekly

games/matches against the other schools. 

Danny lived for match day, and he was n’t

the only one.  More often than not, how --

ever, game day held far more

dis ap point ment than joy for him.

Foot ball was an ex cel lent me dium for

the boys to learn how to work to gether,

and to man age ag gres sion, con flict and

com pe ti tion.  Of course, more than one of 

them some times strug gled with this learn --

ing.  For Danny, it was some how dif fer ent. 

He would lose his tem per over what we

per ceived to be minor things, and when he 

lost it, he went nu clear.  His re ac tions

were more ex treme and for a greater du --

ra tion than any of the other boys, and

there was def i nitely more fall out.

I’ve writ ten else where about the school

foot ball team and the small piece of re search 

I did on it , and while this col umn is rel e vant

to all that, it is more so about Danny and is, I 

guess, my at tempt to re visit and make fur --

ther sense of what went wrong.   

Be cause the league was or gan ised for

kids who had dif fi cul ties man ag ing their

emo tions and be hav iours, sup ports were

woven into the struc ture.  These sup ports 

in cluded an adult play ing de fence on each

team, and a hockey-style sin-bin so that

when the boys vi o lated rules of play or

con duct, they could be sent off for very

short spells of time rather than being yel --

low- or red- carded.  

Once Danny’s hair-trig ger tem per was

re leased, it was a bit like wit ness ing the In --

cred i ble Hulk.  He would be come en raged

and his self-con trol seemed to dis ap pear. 

The disproportionality be tween the per --

ceived trig ger, Danny’s ap par ent pain and

his level of de struc tive ness (phys i cal and

re la tional) was be yond any thing we had

en coun tered be fore.  Un like the Hulk,

though, Danny stayed his own size, which

was sig nif i cantly smaller than the other

boys his age.  We had some tacit sense

that this prob a bly had some thing to do

with his erup tions, but I can’t say we had

much more clar ity than that.

Be cause of the fre quency and se ver ity

of his out bursts, Danny would be banned

from train ing and matches, and some times

even from more ca sual play.  Once calm, he 
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would com mit to chang ing his ways.  It

might also be use ful to add, here, that

Danny did not lose his tem per in this way

at other times or in other set tings (that

we were aware of, any way).

Each ban grew lon ger based on the

misperception that the shorter du ra tion of 

the pre vi ous one was the cause of its in ef --

fec tive ness.  Staff would have lots of

con ver sa tions with Danny, both post-apoc --

a lypse and pre-re-join ing the team.  These

had an ex plor atory, in sight-ori ented di --

men sion and a prob lem-solv ing, stra te gic

di men sion, the lat ter of which in volved

plans for how he was going to han dle

things dif fer ently.

And some times he would han dle things 

dif fer ently, for a lit tle while, be fore the

Hulk re as serted him self and it all went

awry.  I should in clude that I ob served

much of this from a dis tance.  I was

friendly with Danny, but he re sided in a dif --

fer ent unit and we did n’t ever spend much

time to gether.  I wit nessed a few of his ep i --

sodes and heard about many more.  I was

also the very tem po rary tar get of one,

sim ply by being pres ent.  So there may be

other im por tant de tails that I am not in --

clud ing here.

Danny never man aged to over come his

erup tions on the foot ball pitch and the

final so lu tion was a per ma nent ban – im --

posed by Danny on him self.  I think it was

just too pain ful for him to keep on try ing,

or maybe to con tinue to be in vested in the 

foot ball at all.

So where did we go wrong?  I still don’t 

know ex actly.  There were times it def i --

nitely was n’t safe to send Danny out on

that pitch, and so while I’m not a fan of a

con se quences-based ap proach to kids, I do 

think we should have held him back from

play ing some times.  How that was im ple --

mented may be up for scru tiny, but since I

was less di rectly in volved in that, I can’t say 

much about it.  

The de sire to ex plore with Danny what 

it was all about, and to co-con struct strat --

e gies to re spond dif fer ently also makes

good sense.  Danny seemed to be de vel op --

men tally ca pa ble of this kind of work.  

With the ben e fit of hind sight and sub --

se quent ex pe ri ence and learn ing, I think

we un der es ti mated the pain of that shame

that Danny felt at los ing; los ing here could

mean los ing the ball to an op po nent, being

sent to the sin bin for two min utes, or

even just not hav ing the ball passed to him 

dur ing a drive on goal.  I don’t know if

Danny had per va sive shame such that he

had to put all of his en er gies into de fend --

ing against any sense of re gret or re morse

about what he’d done (as I’ve said, I did n’t

work closely enough with him to have a

sense of this).  What I do sus pect is that

he ex pe ri enced pe ri odic, in tol er a ble

shame in re la tion to ‘los ing’.  Be gin ning to

tap into some mean ing mak ing  around

that might have been use ful.  

An un der stand ing of the im pact of that

shame on Danny might have in formed the

ar range ment of bridg ing ex pe ri ences. 

Phelan’s work on ex pe ri ence ar rang ing is

very use ful in this re gard, and I wished

we’d known about it at the time.  Phelan’s

cen tral ar gu ment is that the thought ful use 

of ac tiv i ties en ables chil dren and young

peo ple to ex pe ri ence them selves more
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pos i tively – he calls it the ‘ex pe ri ence gap’.  

It is through the cu mu la tive ef fect of such

ex pe ri ences that they re cover and re gain

de vel op men tal ground (rather than from

some piv otal, Good will Hunt ing mo ment

of ther a peu tic in sight – I’m ex trap o lat ing a 

bit here, and I’d strongly en cour age you to

read the ar ti cle).  Ex pe ri ence, not just talk --

ing, is the pow er ful force of change.

There are a lot of nec es sary in gre di ents 

for young peo ple to be able to ac cess this

ex pe ri ence gap, but one in par tic u lar

stands out for me when I think about

Danny.  Phelan high lights the im por tance

of a fit be tween how the young per son

sees him self and the level of the chal lenge.  

By sim ply throw ing Danny back into train --

ing ses sions and matches with a few

strat e gies and re newed com mit ment, we

were set ting him up to fail.  The level of

chal lenge was far too great.  

This is why I re ferred to the ar range --

ment of not just ‘ex pe ri ences’ but of

‘bridg ing ex pe ri ences’.  I first came across

this term in Anglin’s work  where he de --

scribes res i den tial child care en vi ron ments 

as pro vid ing ex pe ri ences which en able

chil dren and young peo ple to, over time,

en gage in more ‘nor ma tive en vi ron ments’

– fam ily, com mu nity, ed u ca tional or work

en vi ron ments which they pre vi ously could

not man age.  For many of the boys, the

above-men tioned struc tures of sup port

built into the foot ball were enough scaf --

fold ing for them, and so their ex pe ri ences

were very likely to be bridg ing.  They

clearly were not for Danny.

Phelan ar gues that com pet i tive, win/lose

ac tiv i ties are un help ful, stat ing ‘[p]eople who

have a hope less or self-de feat ing story about 

them selves will not ben e fit by com pe ti tion,

par tic u larly in ten sive or emo tion ally-charged

com pe ti tion’ .  This just jumps off the page at 

me.  I don’t know whether those work ing

more closely with Danny had a sense of his

per sonal nar ra tive, but I do know that the

foot ball was clearly in ten sive and emo tion ally 

charged – for him and most of the oth ers. 

We did seem to have a sense that it was all

too much for him, but I don’t think we were

think ing about how to pro vide bridg ing ex --

pe ri ences that gave him more solid re spite

from his de mons and helped him de velop a

sense of self that could han dle los ing the ball

to an op po nent.  

Fig ur ing out how to do that would have 

still been a chal lenge, but at least we

would have been ad dress ing some of the

source of his dif fi culty, and not just though

words.  

Any way, until next time…
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Last night I was hang ing out with the

child and youth care prac ti tio ners in

our shel ter and res i den tial care pro gram.

In the course of the eve ning a young girl

ar rived by am bu lance from the local psy --

chi at ric hos pi tal. An other was plan ning to

wake at 3:00am for a flight home to visit

their fam ily and plans were being made to

wel come an other young per son who

would be ar riv ing the in morn ing. Tran si --

tions were being made not just be tween

the ac tiv i ties of the day and to ward bed --

time, but be tween liv ing spaces, pro grams,

en vi ron ments and re la tion ships. 

Cre at ing a wel com ing ex pe ri ence is im --

por tant in these tran si tions be cause a

young per son who is

... in the midst of a dif fi cult life sit u a tion

often feels ex cluded, de val ued, and not

wor thy of the love of oth ers. Cre at ing

wel com ing places is a vital step in being

sure that [young peo ple] ex pe ri ence the

feel ing of be long ing, wor thi ness, and

in clu sion. (Anderson, 2010)

Mo ments of tran si tion can make a per --

son feel vul ner a ble. They are op por tu ni ties 

for car ing and to give a young per son an
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ex pe ri ence that is dif fer ent from what they 

have ex pe ri enced in the past. Child and

youth are prac ti tio ners who are work ing

along side young peo ple in mo ments of

tran si tion can re duce the trauma and harm 

of multiple transitions.

Just take the day off

Re cently I was in a gath er ing of child

and youth care prac ti tio ners in Aus tin,

Texas where my friend and col league Steve 

Bewsey was a part of the group. Steve has

put a lot of thought into mak ing an en vi --

ron ment pos i tive and wel com ing dur ing his 

ca reer. When a young per son en ters the

emer gency shel ter where he was di rec tor

of hous ing and home less ness, the child and 

youth care prac ti tio ners ask, “What can

we do for you?” be cause, in his words, the

ex change is about “form ing a re la tion ship

based on what they want, not what we

want” (Fam ily and Youth Ser vices Bu reau,

n.d.). In our dis cus sion we talked about the 

chal lenges our sys tems cre ate for young

peo ple (whether in ten tional or not) and

the re sil iency they dem on strate in over --

com ing them. Steve men tioned some thing

about giv ing a young boy the week off

after transitioning from an other pro gram

into the shel ter where he worked. It got

us think ing about the ways we tran si tion

young peo ple in and out of our pro grams

and the ways we might (or might not) be

in ten tional in cre at ing a wel com ing ex pe ri --

ence for them.

Con sider the fol low ing two ex am ples

of the mo ment a young per son en ters a

new res i den tial pro gram. In real time these 

ex am ples would un fold as a con ver sa tion

and are con densed here for re flec tion. As

you read, com pare and con trast them in

your thinking.

Place ment Ex pe ri ence A: River Val ley
Res i den tial Care Center

At the River Valey Res i den tial Care

Cen ter, Rebecca en ters a door marked

“in take and dis charge” and sits on a fold ing 

chair. It looks like some thing fa mil iar from

her doc tor’s of fice and al though she’s not

sure ex actly why it makes her feel a bit

ner vous. She sits up right wait ing for some --

one to look her way. The in take

co or di na tor walks over and, look ing down

at a file folder, asks:

Are you Rebecca, the kid from the

Moun tain View pro gram? Well, this looks
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like it’s going to be your eighth

place ment. What brought you into care

any way? I mean what did you do? Well,

you don’t have to tell me ev ery thing,

we’ve got your file in the of fice. Wow,

ac tu ally I’m think ing it’s prob a bly one of

the big gest ones. Kids from Moun tain

View al ways are. Any way, rules of the

house are posted right here on the wall.

Get to know them be cause there are

con se quences for break ing them. You also 

have rights. I need you to sign this page

right here to show you un der stand them.

It’s just a re quire ment from the re gional

om buds man. And here’s the griev ance

pro ce dure. Sign it, too. Right here, please.

It’s just we have to have proof for the

pa per work. Ev ery thing has to be just

right in the file. You prob a bly know you’re 

going to be on “obs” for a week or two.

We have to see if you have any

be hav iors that need to be ad dressed. If

you can keep your self safe, you know.

Let’s hurry up be cause your cli ni cian is

com ing and you’re going to meet your

treat ment team. We’ll that’s about it

un less I’m for get ting some thing. Let me

show you where your room is. I hope you

think it’s com fort able. It still has the bed

cover from the last kid. She did n’t stay

long enough to use it much. Pay at ten tion 

to where we’re going be cause you can’t

get around with out a staff with keys

accompanying you. Grab your things and

follow me.

Place ment Ex pe ri ence B: River View
Res i den tial Care Cen ter

At the River View Res i den tial Care

Cen ter, Rebecca en ters the door marked

“re cep tion” and sits on the couch. It looks 

like some thing fa mil iar from the cof fee

shop she used to visit with her aunt. She’s

not ex actly sure why, but she feels like this 

might be a turn ing point for her. The re --

cep tion co or di na tor en ters the room with 

a warm smile.

Hi, my name is Ana. What’s yours? It is a 

plea sure to meet you. I am re ally glad

you’re here. So, wow, you’ve just moved?

That makes a rough day for any one. Why 

don’t you just take the rest of the day

off? There’s not much for you to have to

do other than get fa mil iar and

com fort able with things. Dan iel - she’s

our prop erty man ager - she’ll be look ing

for you after lunch. She’ll be ask ing what

color you might like your room painted

and talk about what fur ni ture you might

like in your room. [Pause.] There are a

cou ple of things you might want to know.

We usu ally cook and eat our meals

to gether. The things you like - well we’ll

be wait ing to hear what your fa vor ite

things are. Some times we eat out on the

porch if the weather is nice. [Pause.]

Here’s your key for the front door and

an other for where you can store things.

[Pause.] There’s no rules, re ally. We do

have tra di tions. You’ll learn them from

the oth ers. The most im por tant is that

we al ways try to re spect one an other.

[Pause.] I’m glad you’re here - did I
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al ready say that? Of course ev ery one will

be want ing to get to know you. But you’re 

in charge of when and how you share

any of your story. What other questions

do you have for me?

Ques tions for re flec tion and ac tion

These two ex am ples both re flect con --

ver sa tions I have heard in vis it ing var i ous

pro grams around the world. Per haps there 

is fa mil iar ity in one or both of them with

ex pe ri ences you have had.

What do you no tice as dif fer ences be --

tween the two ex pe ri ences? What

el e ments make one ex am ple more wel --

com ing than the other? How does tone of

voice mat ter and where do you no tice it

might es pe cially make a dif fer ence? Why

are pauses in our com mu ni ca tion im por --

tant? What as pects might be par tic u larly

help ful to the young per son?

There is much to cre at ing wel com ing

en vi ron ment than the first mo ment some --

one en ters a care pro gram. The group will

need to be in ten tional about bring ing the

young per son into the liv ing and rec re --

ation space as well as into the ex ist ing

roles and re la tion ships. There are sto ries

to be shared, meals and ex pe ri ences to be

en joyed. And, of course, the young per son

will need to earn their place as they are

welcomed into the group.

Our intentionality in lan guage, tone, and 

ac tion con trib utes to mak ing tran si tional

mo ments a pos i tive ex pe ri ence and, per --

haps, open op por tu ni ties for a new and

pos i tive future. 
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The sec ond hand on the IBM clock

does n’t slide qui etly around the face;

each mo ment is mea sured off in a vi o lent

lurch. And right now it is lurch ing re lent --

lessly to wards show time.

I am back stage, lis ten ing to the thea tre

fill for the sec ond of two sold out shows. I

love that sound; the mur mur of an tic i pa --

tion, the rest less ness. It adds to my own

en ergy, fuels my ex cite ment, al lows me to

come out strong at the be gin ning of the

show; from there, the au di ence re sponse

car ries me through.

And they will re spond; this I know. I

have done my one-man show “The Truth

About Daugh ters” al most 1,200 times

around the world. I have per formed in

front of au di ences of 10 and au di ences of

over 1,000. I know every syl la ble, every

beat of the two hour show. I know where

they will laugh and where they will go si --

lent. I know when I can whis per, con fi dent

every mem ber of the au di ence will lean

for ward. I know when I will have to pause

for a de layed laugh, when I will have to

stop and wait for the au di ence to catch up, 

when I will have to slow and let the au di --

ence’s emo tions clear. Once I step on stage, 

there are no sur prises for me any more.

Not from the au di ence, any way. I know

where they are at all times be cause I’ve

learned how to put them there.

For now, there’s a buzz on the other

side of the cur tain as the au di ence en ters.

I lis ten for a while, but it’s a half hour be --

fore show time and I need to cen tre

my self. I don’t need to focus on my lines; I

can re cite them per fectly no mat ter what’s 

going on around me, so in grained are they.

More im por tantly, I need to slow my heart 

rate, calm my self, put this show in per spec --

tive. I can’t give it more weight than all the

other shows I’ve done. 

But in fact ... it’s pretty im por tant to me.

I’m re lieved I don’t have to worry

about the music. In most shows, the music

cues are on a CD that is played from the

sound booth. That’s one more per son who 

can mess up their job. Lights, I can live

with. I tell every light ing per son, “It’s very

sim ple. If you can hear me, make sure you

can see me.” There are nu ances built into

the light ing cues, and most light ing techs

un der stand and can work from the scripts

they are given a few hours be fore the

show. But if they don’t, if the worst hap --
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pens, if the cues just con fuse them or they 

doze off or get lost and they don’t know

what to do, I say, “If you can hear me, make 

sure you can see me.”

The music cues that are played be --

tween scenes of the show are trick ier, but

I don’t have to think about those be cause

my daugh ter Erin is tour ing with me this

time. She’s in her 20s, a clas si cally trained

pi a nist. She knows the show word for

word, she knows when to play and when

to be si lent, and her pres ence calms me. 

We’re in the “Green Room”. Every

thea tre has a “Green Room”. They are

rarely green. Some times, they aren’t even a 

room. In my tour ing life, I have been in

“Green Rooms” that – dur ing the day –

serve as chem is try labs; li brar ies; hockey

dress ing rooms; trail ers; stor age clos ets;

and hotel rooms. Some have been

cramped and de crepit. Other have been

down right pa la tial. 

This one is some where in be tween.

Most days, it serves as an of fice/stor age

area for the 150 seat high school thea tre.

There’s a desk piled high with pa pers, a

cou ple of plas tic backed chairs, and a do --

nated sec ond hand couch. There’s a mir ror 

on the wall, and a sink – and, of course,

that clock. But that’s about it.

Erin can sense I am jit tery. “Relax,” she

says. “Think of it as just one more show.”

I can’t. Not this show.

***

“Relax,” my mom says. “Think of it as

just an other word. Sound it out.”

My brother Jay tries: “G-g-g ... i-i-i ... f-f-f 

...”. He stops, sty mied.

“Gift,” I say. I think I’m being help ful. I

don’t un der stand how he can’t read it. It’s

so plain to me. And he’s my big brother.

He’s in Grade Three. I’m only just pre par --

ing for Kin der gar ten. 

Every day, Mom sits with Jay on the

couch, try ing ev ery thing she can think of

to help him read. Jay has dys lexia. Read ing

will al ways be a chal lenge for him, but

Mom won’t ac cept that he can’t learn. She

knows he’s smart. So she sits pa tiently for

an hour a day, tak ing him through book

after book, urg ing him to sound out the

words, re ward ing him with hugs and smiles 

and com pli ments when he gets it right.

I want in on that. I love hugs and smiles 

and com pli ments from my mom. They can

be in short sup ply in a fam ily with six kids.

Mom does her best to make us all feel

spe cial, but Dad’s away a lot, and six kids

means six break fasts, six lunches, six sup --

pers, six baths, clean ing, laun dry – a daily

rou tine that would ex haust a weaker

woman. She makes most of our clothes.

She bakes, she has a one acre gar den she

plants and tends and har vests, and she

makes pre serves from the bounty. She is

Supermom. 

But even Supermom has to bud get her

hug ging time.

(The next year, 1960, when I am 6 years 

old, she will be named Chat e laine Mag a --

zine’s House wife of the Year. Now a days

the title “House wife” seems cu ri ous and

ar chaic and pa tron iz ing. But in 1961, it

was n’t a bad word. And take my word on

this: being named House wife of the Year
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by Can ada’s lead ing women’s mag a zine was 

a huge deal in 1960. She was ac tu ally iden --

ti fied as a Supermom, al though not in

those words.)

So every night, I perch on the arm of

the sofa while my brother sits be side her,

being drilled on pho nics. Look ing over her

shoul der, I can see the words she’s ask ing

him to read, and they make per fect sense

to me. Some times I can’t re sist bark ing out 

the an swer im pa tiently. This earns me dark 

glares from Jay and a nudge from Mom. 

“Don’t help,” she says gently, and turns

back to Jay.

Even tu ally, I got bored by these sim ple

ex er cises. I began to read books that were 

lying around the house. I grabbed any thing

I could find – storybooks, texts,

encyclopaedias, any thing with words. I be --

came ad dicted to read ing, and when I ran

across a word I did n’t know, I could n’t just

skim over it.

“What does this word mean?” I would

ask my Dad. He would fold his paper down 

and chuckle at me.

“Look it up,” he would say, and point to 

the Ox ford In ter na tional Dic tio nary of the 

Eng lish Lan guage (Un abridged). 

I still have that very dic tio nary. When

Dad passed a few years ago, my sis ters

thought I should have it, be cause they

could all re mem ber how much time I

would spend with it. I was that kid who

would ac tu ally read the dic tio nary for fun. I 

could n’t lift it when I was that young – it

weighs close to thirty pounds and is the

size of a toaster oven – but it sat on a low 

end table and I could stand over it and

page through it for hours. Which I did.

And of course, I got better and better

at read ing. Good enough at read ing to set

off a chain of events that res o nated

through every part of my life for de cades

later and still res o nates today.

You’ve heard of “Too smart for your

own good.”?

Hi. I’m Nils.

***

In the half hour be fore a show, I need

to take time to think through every scene

and re mind my self of the sim ple truth I am 

try ing to ex press in each mo ment. If I

know the truth, I can’t make a bad act ing

choice. My Mom used to say, “If you tell

the truth, you’ll have far less to re mem --

ber.” She was n’t talk ing about being an

actor on stage, but that same wis dom ap --

plies. If a script is well writ ten and hon est,

ac tors who un der stand their char ac ters

have lit tle trou ble re mem ber ing their lines. 

They sim ply tell the truth as their char ac --

ter sees it. The line should be spot on.

I have the added ad van tage of hav ing

writ ten the play; I’m the only one who

knows what is a right line and where I’ve

screwed up. That can make you lazy, so I’ve 

got ten in the habit of re mind ing my self of

the one truth in each scene. It keeps me

sharp, and it dis tracts me in the half hour

be fore cur tain. Both good things.

Be cause right now, I am hav ing trou ble

fo cus ing. It’s the damn clock, I de cide.

TICK. TICK. TICK. The red sec ond hand

lunges to its next po si tion, then sits and

quiv ers there, wait ing for its next order.

TICK. TICK. TICK.
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I go out into the hall way across from

the school gym, and pace in front of the

drink ma chines. I ab sently note that they

are stocked with juices and water for

$1.50 apiece.

We never had drink ma chines when I

was in school. We had water foun tains

that you leaned over to sip from, every

mus cle tensed in case some body – in my

case, most of the male pop u la tion of the

school – de cided it was a per fect time to

smack the back of your head. Two chipped 

front teeth taught me to drink from water 

foun tains the same way an te lopes on the

Serengeti drink from wa ter ing holes. It’s a

jit tery, ner vous life when you’re easy prey.

***

They pulled me out of Kin der gar ten

right after nap time and took me to the

Prin ci pal’s of fice. Mom and Dad were

there. I did n’t fol low a lot of what they

were say ing, but one word kept sur fac ing:

“ac cel er ated”. I got home and looked it up. 

That did n’t help. I could n’t fig ure out why

they wanted me to go faster. I thought I

was al ready pretty fast.

The next week, in the mid dle of a Jan u --

ary cold snap, Mom took me off the Air

Force base and into town. We ended up in 

a doc tor’s of fice, but not the kind with

rub ber ham mers in the drawer and a high

bed with paper that sticks to your arse.

This had dark pan el ing and soft chairs. I

was given tests to take and pages to read

aloud and was asked ques tions about the

sto ries. It took most of the af ter noon.

A few days later I got to miss school

again. Same doc tor, same of fice, ex cept

now Mom and Dad were both there. Mom 

kept smil ing at me, re as sur ing me that I

was n’t in any kind of trou ble. Things would 

be just fine. 

If Mom said things would be just fine,

things would be just fine.

I sat on a couch and read a book while

the adults talked. I caught a few snatches

of the con ver sa tion:

“So, here’s the num ber that de notes a

“Ge nius”. You see it’s 144. Here it that

num ber on what we call a Bell Curve. Now, 

here’s your son’s IQ on the same curve ...”.

“He can’t stay where he is in school.

He’ll be bored to tears. He’s read ing at a

level you just don’t see till ju nior high

school. We think. We don’t know for sure. 

He’s off any chart we have for his age ...”.

“This can’t hap pen un less you agree.

And un less he wants to. But we think it’s

the best strat egy ...”.

At this point, ev ery one in the room

turned to me. I looked up from my book.

“Do you want to go into a higher

grade?” Mom asked.

“I guess,” I said.

“Do you like the books you’re read ing

in Kin der gar ten?”

“There are no good books there. Can I 

bring some from home?” They looked at

one an other.

And the next day, I was in tro duced as

the new kid in Grade Two. 

I was al most – al most - six years old.

Yikes.

***
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Twenty min utes to show time. In the

hall way, I run into a for mer teacher. He

smiles and tells me how much he’s look ing 

for ward to the show. Ob vi ously, he has n’t

read the pro gram yet.

***

At re cess, I wanted to go play with my

friends, but their re cess was at a dif fer ent

time. So I sort of hung around the swings

by my self until a group of kids came by.

One of the big ger boys, a kid named Jimmy 

Gillette, shoved me down into the snow.

He leaned over and scooped up some

snow and rubbed it into my face - “wash --

ing your face”, they called it – then they all 

wan dered off, laugh ing.

I got home from school at lunch time

and Mom asked me how my first morn ing

went. I started to cry. I did n’t want to go

back. “The big kids were mean to me.

Jimmy Gillette washed my face.”

But I had to go back, and as I walked

through the play ground I saw a crowd of

kids cir cled around. I pushed my way

through. I could see my brother Jay, strad --

dling a kid, pound ing on him.

Jimmy Gillette.

I never got my face washed after that

in ci dent. That night, we had a rare treat for 

sup per: des sert. Jay’s fa vour ite – apple

crum ble. I’m sure it was just a co in ci dence. 

Oth er wise, it would kind of be a con tract

hit.

Even with out get ting pushed around, I

never had much fun at re cess. Classes

were okay, al though I still did n’t enjoy the

books. For read ing ma te rial, the teacher let 

me go to the Grade Four room and pick

through their mea gre fare. There was n’t

much chal lenge in those books, ei ther. I’d

have rather brought books from home. I

had started read ing my old est sis ter’s high

school texts. 

I loved read ing her Latin les sons. “Ubi

est Brittania?” (“Where is Eng land?”) (It

never oc curred to me to won der in what

pos si ble con text that ques tion might come 

up. You would n’t think you’d set off with a

con quer ing army with out know ing the

gen eral di rec tion you were headed. What,

did Jul ius Caesar ar rive in France and hail

down some peas ant, get him to draw di --

rec tions in the dirt with his foot?)

An other sis ter had started buy ing me

books in the Dave Dawson se ries. Dave

Dawson was a young boy who lied about

his age to be come a pilot in the R.A.F. He

spent a lot of time shoot ing down Ger mans 

in their Messerschmitts. He flew the same

planes my Dad had in structed on dur ing the 

war. I was cap ti vated by this young boy, who 

fit in per fectly with older com rades be cause 

of his achieve ments. Go fig ure.

I did n’t much fit in. I was n’t get ting

picked on – Jay’s drub bing of Jimmy

Gillette had put paid to that. But who in

Grade Three wants to play with a kid who 

should be in Kin der gar ten?

I’m sure it broke my mom’s heart. I’d

come home and she’d hug me, and when I

talked about being lonely she’d smile and

wipe away my tears and tell me things

would be just fine.

And when Mom said things would be

just fine, things would be just fine.

***



“Time,” says Erin. She slips out onto

the stage in the black and takes her place

be hind the piano. I wait for the music to

begin, the open ing theme for the show.

When she be gins play ing, I take a deep

breath. I re mind my self how much au di --

ences love the show and that these peo ple 

are just like any other au di ence. I walk

onto the stage and, as the music stops, the

lights come up.

And they ap plaud. Loud, pro longed ap --

plause.

Well. This is ... dif fer ent.

***

Air Force fam i lies bounce around from

base to base every few years. Some times

you have friends whose fa ther gets trans --

ferred at the same time to the same place.

Other times you sink or swim in a brand

new pool of sharks. 

With each new school, I would

have to find new friends. It was agreed that 

no body in the fam ily would men tion my

birth day. My mom would meet with the

new teach ers and ex plain the sit u a tion. I

be came just a “smaller kid” to my class --

mates. I was in their grade, so they

as sumed I was the same age as they were. 

I did n’t go out for sports much. When I 

did, I had to show my birth cer tif i cate.

Being a Feb ru ary baby, I could use that as

the rea son I ended up an age group below

my class mates in hockey. No body was ever 

cu ri ous enough to do the math. 

In school, I kicked all kinds of ass. So,

things were going along fine.

Then Jay went off to Ju nior High. 

I was fair game. I was lit tle and skinny

and smart and wore glasses and did n’t play 

sports well and got an swers that the big --

ger kids were stumped on and the

teach ers loved me and I won scho las tic

awards and spell ing bees and oh, dear

Lord, could you put a big ger tar get on a

kid’s back?

I knew I had to do some thing. So I

found the big gest kid in class and be came

his friend. I told him jokes. I made him

laugh till milk sprayed out his nose. I

learned that being funny bought me ac cep --

tance. I began per form ing in class. At

re cess. On the walks to and from school. I

was “the funny kid”. No body picks on the

funny kid. 

Being funny came nat u rally to me be --

cause both my mom and dad were

hi lar i ous. They val ued laugh ter. Dad was an 

un mer ci ful tease, and we were ex pected

to be able to laugh at our selves. Our sup --

pers, with eight peo ple crowded around

the table, were up roar i ously funny. The

rule was (and still is) that once the con ver --

sa tion got too rau cous, you could only

speak if you had the salt shaker in your

hand. “I have the salt shaker!” was the sig --

nal for ev ery one to shut up and lis ten to

the joke. 

And it better be a good one. That was

one tough crowd. Over the years I have

never played to an au di ence so cheer fully

will ing to slice and dice you for a bad joke.

I have never feared heck lers. I grew up

with the mean est heck lers on the planet.

Being funny served me well. I was still

the lit tle guy, but now I had a gang. 
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Ex cept being funny is all about “What

have you done for me lately?” Better keep

‘em laugh ing.

***

Act One is going smoothly. The au di --

ence has bought into the prem ise. They’re

with me, only too ready to fol low where I

lead them.

“The Truth About Daugh ters” takes the

au di ence through 25 years in a re la tion ship

be tween a fa ther and his lit tle girl. It’s a se --

ries of sto ries – vi gnettes of their life

to gether - told through let ters he tapes to

her (re mem ber tapes? Tape re cord ers?), as

time rolls along. Most of the sto ries are

funny, but a few have a tinge of ten der ness

and a cou ple are down right heart break ing. I 

tried to paint from the whole pal ette of

human emo tions in writ ing the show, and

peo ple tell me it comes through.

I first wrote the show to play in rep er --

tory with a mu si cal I had writ ten called

“Mar i time Star”. The brand spank ing new

500 seat Harbourfront Ju bi lee Thea tre in

Summerside, Prince Ed ward Is land, was

pre sent ing Mar i time Star to rave re views.

They wanted a show seven nights of the

week, but the cast needed a break. So I

stepped up with the idea of this one man

show about a man and his daugh ter.

(I say I stepped up, but it was sort of an 

ac ci dent.) 

I had been in To ronto, vis it ing friends.

While there, I went out to the thea tre to

see a cou ple of shows. One was “Wing --

field Fol lies”, part of a se ries of won der ful

one man shows cre ated by a cou ple of

broth ers, Rod and Doug Beat tie. 

When I got home, a friend of mine

called. Wal ter Learn ing is a well-known fig --

ure in Ca na dian thea tre – an ar tis tic

di rec tor, pro ducer, actor, di rec tor, writer –

he has done it all. He asked me how I en --

joyed To ronto. Did I see any shows?

“Well, yes ... I saw the lat est Wing field

show,” I said.

“And how did you like it?” asked Wal --

ter. He heard me pause. “No, wait. I’ll tell

you how you liked it. You thought it was

good but you said to your self, “I can do

this.” Right?”

I said, “Ex actly right. I can.”

“You know the dif fer ence?” Walt asked.

“What?”

“He fucking DID it.”

Fair enough. So the stage was set for

me to ac ci den tally write a show that

would change my life.

It hap pened in a con fer ence call with

the thea tre’s Board of Di rec tors. They told 

me they were look ing for a sec ond show.
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Did I have any ideas for a small show,

maybe a one man show?

The pre vi ous week end, I’d been doing

standup com edy on a CBC radio pro gram

and I had come up with this short scene

about a fa ther hold ing his in fant daugh ter

and ex plain ing the cir cum stances of her

birth. It was very funny – the au di ence

loved it – and it flashed into my mind

when I was asked if I had any ideas. 

“Yes, I do,” I said. “It’s a one man show

called ... “ I paused, then just blurted out,

““The Truth About Daugh ters.”” I do not

know how the title came to me. But there

it was. This show had a title.

“Can you give us an idea of what it’s

about?”

“Oh ... uh .. sure ...” So I per formed that

com edy piece, just as I’d writ ten it for the

radio show. On the other end of the con --

fer ence call, they were break ing up laugh ing. 

I fin ished the scene and said, “And the rest

of the show goes from there...” (Please, God,

let them not have ques tions ...)

Be cause of course there was no “rest

of the show”. There was noth ing. They had 

heard ev ery thing I had. But ... they did n’t

know that. And it seemed cruel to tell

them.

There was a pause. At the other end I

heard, “Ev ery body agree?” Gen eral as sent.

And that was it. I was com mis sioned to

per form a show that had n’t been writ ten

or even out lined. I had been funny, and be --

cause I had made them laugh, they gave me 

three months to cre ate a play that would

run two nights a week and that I would

de velop into a tour ing show and travel

with – across Can ada and around the

world – for the next de cade.

Being funny rocks. 

Usu ally.

***

In Grade Seven, my class mates began

hav ing par ties on Fri day nights. They were

tame af fairs. Noth ing more in tox i cat ing

than 7Up or Coke, al though Jimmy Coates 

once brought some As pi rin to a party. Ap --

par ently, if you mixed it with Coke you got 

drunk or some thing. A few of us tried it.

Did n’t feel like much to me, but one of the 

girls (yes, I re mem ber her name and no, I

won’t tell you - she was in Grade Six, for

God’s sake) (Deb bie Salo) started slur ring

her words and stag ger ing. She started kiss --

ing all the boys. Well, all but one. She

missed me. Which was fine. Kiss ing girls

was gross. Per son ally, I think she was fak ing 

the whole thing. 

We needed some one to play the music

at the party, so we could all dance. Oh, did

I say “we”? I meant “they” needed some --

one to play music. I be came the de facto

disc jockey. None of the girls wanted to

dance with me (let alone do any thing else), 

and there was n’t enough As pi rin and Coke 

in the world to change that. So I would

stay in the cor ner with the re cord player

and a stack of 45s (kids, go ask your par --

ents) and play the sound track for the

night.

It was my first ex pe ri ence in sens ing

and ma nip u lat ing the mood of the au di --

ence. I could tell when they were feel ing

play ful and up beat, and I’d put on fast
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dance tunes. Dur ing the in ev i ta ble game of 

Spin the Bot tle, I’d move to some thing

with a me dium pace. But as the night went 

on, the tunes would get slower and slower, 

and cou ples started wan der ing into dark

cor ners. Often I’d feel like quit ting and

going home, but then there would be no

sound com ing from the rec room, and no

sound was what the par ents up stairs heard 

the best. So I’d take yet an other one for

the team.

I can’t blame the girls for not being in --

ter ested. I was 9 years old. They were 11. I 

was the age of their an noy ing kid broth ers. 

Even if they did n’t know our age dif fer --

ence, they could feel the ma tu rity gap. I

was a lit tle kid. A funny lit tle kid. But still.

There would be no Spin the Bot tle if I was 

in the cir cle. (Hon estly? I can’t say I cared

all that much about not kiss ing girls. Yuck.)

But what all this meant was I began to

de velop a view of my self as being fun da --

men tally of no in ter est to girls. They did n’t 

see me as an noy ing, usu ally. They did n’t see 

me as amus ing. They just did n’t see me. At

all. 

So I was per fectly pre pared for Ju nior

High.

  ***

In al most every thea tre I play, they re --

mind peo ple ahead of time to turn off

their cell phones or pag ers. It should be

com mon sense, but it isn’t. We get so used 

to hav ing these things avail able to us that

they be come al most an ex ten sion of our

arm. I have heard the re minder an nounce --

ments hun dreds upon hun dreds of times.

And still, when I go to the thea tre as an

au di ence mem ber and they say, “La dies

and Gen tle men, we would ask that you

now switch off all cell phones ...”, I go

“Oh! Right!” and reach into my pocket. So

I un der stand how it can eas ily slip a per --

son’s mind. But still, it’s al ways dis tract ing

when one goes off dur ing a show.

One time in a small town in Sas katch e --

wan, a woman in the front row of the

show had her phone ring. She fum bled

around in her purse, fi nally pull ing it out

on the third ring. Then ... she an swered it.

No, re ally. She an swered her phone. She 

began con vers ing with the per son on the

other end – not loudly, but still. She was

hav ing a phone con ver sa tion. In the front

row of a play. While the play was going on.

I have no idea what form of live stock-re --

lated emer gency she was deal ing with (or

de scended from), but I think we can all

agree that was not cool. 

Other times, phones have gone off in

mid-show and it has n’t re ally both ered me

a lot. It hap pens. Find your phone quickly,

si lence it, look around sheep ishly, and we’ll 

all move on.

To night, I am in the mid dle of Scene

Four when the phone be gins ring ing. And

ring ing. And ring ing. I’m in a ten der part of

the scene, a story about a young girl fal ter --

ing at a piano re cital. I want the au di ence

to feel her mor ti fi ca tion, to see her lit tle

shoul ders shak ing as she breaks into tears.

But they can’t get there, be cause this

fucking phone keeps ring ing and ring ing

and ring ing and ring ing.

I can’t re spond. I’ve seen per form ers

stop con certs and em bar rass the cell
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phone of fend ers, and I don’t fault them for 

it. But if I stop now, in mid-scene, I lose the 

en tire at mo sphere I have cre ated. I de cide

to carry on, be tween rings.

I glance over at Erin, be hind her piano.

Her face is a thun der cloud. Pure anger.

She’s a clas si cal pi a nist. She has no tol er --

ance for this sort of non sense. Her eyes

are smoul der ing. And as I look into them, I 

re al ize Erin’s anger is di rected at me.

Then it sinks in. 

No body is going to an swer that phone.

No body can. It is back stage. Tucked safely

into the pocket of my jacket. Vol ume

turned up to “LOUD”. Ring ing. And ring --

ing. And ring ing. And ring ing.

I say “ring ing”, but re ally, it’s more than

that. My ringtone is the first few bars of

Mo zart’s “Eine Kleine Nachtmusik”. Re --

peat ing over. And over. And over. And over. 

And over.

With no other choice, I carry on with

the story and fi nally, mer ci fully, the ring ing

stops. But I know I’m going to pay at In ter --

mis sion. 

***

Mid dle school was a blur for me. All

the boys shot up in height in what felt like

a sin gle sum mer; I came back to school in

Grade Eight and felt like I was in a red --

wood for est. If any thing, I be came

phys i cally less im pres sive by de fault. I now

lit er ally could n’t be seen.

But I could be heard, so that’s the way I 

went. I be came the en ter tainer, the class

clown, the “dis rup tive in flu ence”. And the

beauty of it was, I had some of the high est

marks in school, cer tainly in Eng lish and

His tory and any thing in volv ing lots of read --

ing. So while the teach ers often be came

ex as per ated, there was n’t much they could 

do. 

My brother was n’t around to pro tect

me. But the girls were. By Grade Nine, I had 

been adopted as a sort of mas cot by the

girls. Any guy who took a run at me was

sub ject to scorn and con tempt from all the

most pop u lar girls. It was eas ier by far just

to ig nore me, so that’s what they did.

Oh, I got kicked around a lit tle. But I

was hang ing with the cool kids, the ath --

letes, the pretty girls. I was a Court Jester,

not pop u lar by my self but ac cepted by as --

so ci a tion. 

I got a gui tar and learned how to play – 

not par tic u larly well, not good enough to

be in a band, but cer tainly well enough to

sing com i cal songs from Allan Sherman

and Tom Lehrer and the Smoth ers Broth --

ers, al bums my par ents bought me. None

of the other kids knew those songs, but

funny is funny and I was add ing to my ar se --

nal.

Things were going just fine.

Oh. Hello, high school.

***

“Re ally? A cell phone? You’re an idiot.”

Erin is laugh ing at me. We’re re lax ing in 

the Green Room at In ter mis sion, and she’s 

toured with me enough to know that this

is where I start sec ond-guess ing every mo --

ment of my per for mance, find ing all sorts

of flaws and prob lems and things I should

have done better and lines I missed and

51CYC-On line No vem ber 2015  Issue 201



lines I did n’t hit hard enough and times I

did n’t wait long enough for the laughs and

times I waited just a mo ment or two too

long and it felt awk ward to me and on and 

on until, if you were n’t my daugh ter and

did n’t love me, you’d want to stran gle me.

So Erin slides eas ily into her role as Re --

as sur ance Of fi cer. When I begin to ob sess,

she lays her hand gently on my arm.

“You’re doing great. It’s going per fectly.

They’re lov ing it. You can hear them laugh --

ing. You’re kill ing it. Relax. Drink some

water.”

I hate when my kid is smarter and

more poised than me. When did that hap --

pen?

***

The first day of school is al ways ex cit --

ing. You see kids you have n’t seen all

sum mer, and as you go into a larger, new

school you meet new kids, every one a po --

ten tial best friend or worst enemy, a

tor men tor or pro tec tor, a com rade or an

an tag o nist.

It was al ways fun to see the changes in

old friends wrought by a cou ple of months 

of sum mer va ca tion. And going into Grade 

Ten in a new high school was no dif fer ent.

There were changes in lots of my class --

mates. If I had to sum the most no tice able

of those changes up in one word, that

word would be: 

Breasts.

Se ri ously. It was like all the girls went to 

sum mer Breast Camp. It was as ton ish ing.

And in tox i cat ing.

Now, I’ll admit that other fac tors might

have been in play. At al most 14 years old,

my voice had started to change. I was no --

tic ing things that had n’t been on my radar

be fore pu berty. And most of the girls had

got ten taller, but I had n’t, yet. So, you know, 

pretty much eye level. 

But man, oh, man. I sud denly began to

de velop an in ter est in girls.

This was a prob lem, be cause the girls in 

Grade Ten were in ter ested in older boys.

More ma ture. Boys who drove cars. I still

rode a bike. And not a cool bike, like a

ten-speed racer, or a moun tain bike (which 

would have been some thing, since they

had n’t yet been in vented). Nope, mine was 

a gar den va ri ety CCM kid’s bike. With a

bas ket. (I know. Chick mag net.)

So re al is ti cally, I knew I was n’t going to

be a big hit with the la dies. But I did n’t like 

guys much. Al most all the guys at school

were big into hockey. I was a bad, bad

hockey player. (True story: I once got

traded from one hockey team to an other.

Not for an other player. I got traded for a

goalie’s glove. And it was n’t an ac tual reg u --

la tion goalie’s glove. It was a first base man’s 

trap per. To sum up: so awe some were my

hockey skills that I was traded for a piece

of equip ment. From an other sport en --

tirely.) 

But some thing hap pened in the first

week of school. One day I brought my

lunch, and was sit ting in my homeroom

with a cou ple of the cut est girls in class.

And we were talk ing, and I just started

tell ing sto ries. Funny sto ries. And they

began to laugh.
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Next day, the same two girls were

there, and each had brought a friend. And

again I started spin ning out sto ries and

again they were all laugh ing. It felt won der --

ful. These gor geous girls wanted to hang

with me, be cause I made them laugh till

they were shriek ing. 

A week later, I asked one of the girls

who had joined us for lunch if she wanted

to go to the first school dance with me.

She shuf fled awk wardly and looked down

at her feet, and fi nally said, “I think I just

want to be friends.”

That was the story of my life in high

school. I had way more girls who just

wanted to be my friend than I ever had

friends.

The point is not that I was n’t at trac tive

to girls, al though I was n’t. And the point is

not that I used some sort of nat u ral wit

and hu mour to make girls com fort able

enough to be friends with me. The point

here is that I was learn ing that the only

thing that stood be tween me and a hell ish,

friend less ex is tence was being able to

make peo ple laugh.

And of course, I took my show on the

road into every class room I en tered. I did --

n’t care about the classes – my scho las tic

his tory had taught me I could cut classes

or get kicked out with im pu nity. I was on a 

mis sion to en ter tain.

I think the term “dis rup tive in flu ence”

was in vented with some one like me in

mind. As I look back on it now, I roll my

eyes at the loud mouthed lit tle turd I be --

came. Teach ers began to ex pect the worst 

out of me and I rarely dis ap pointed. To

their credit, most did n’t seem to ac tu ally

hate me. They just did n’t want me in their

rooms be cause it made their jobs harder.

I started to take a pack of cards to

school and keep it in my back pocket, be --

cause I pretty much knew I would end up

out in the hall at some point, and I wanted 

to have some thing to do. I be came very

good at sol i taire.

Here’s the thing: not one of the teach --

ers I had – and some of them were re ally

quite ded i cated, com mit ted ed u ca tors –

ever seemed to won der why I was doing

this. I was dis rup tive. Now a days, the di ag --

no sis would be a no-brainer. I was (and

am) clearly ADHD. But none of my teach --

ers were psy chol o gists. To be fair to the

other stu dents, they could n’t let me go on

and on while they were try ing to teach. So 

they booted me out.

One day my Eng lish teacher said to me, 

“If you like per form ing so much, why

waste it here? Why not go out for Drama

Club? Why not au di tion for the school

mu si cal?”

Hmm. A real stage. In ter est ing

thought ...

***

I’m sail ing through the sec ond act, and I 

am in com mand. I’m at my very best. I

know every beat of the show, and I can

feel the au di ence with me as a sin gle or --

gan ism. They laugh when I want them to,

ap plaud where I know they will, be come

sub dued or un com fort able or quiet at my

whim. And now comes the piv otal scene in 

the show.
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When I wrote “The Truth About

Daugh ters”, I re al ized I had to be open and

hon est in tell ing the sto ries. Funny, sure. But 

some sto ries in a fam ily’s life just can’t be

made funny. And to cut those sto ries out

makes the over all play two di men sional and

friv o lous. The scene I wrote – based on a

true event in my life – was a corker.

When Erin was just a year and a half

old, my wife and I went into the hos pi tal to 

have our sec ond child. After a dif fi cult la --

bour, Kathryn came into this world, and

was im me di ately rushed to In fant In ten sive 

Care. We were taken to a small room to

wait for the doc tor. When he ar rived, he

shifted awk wardly be fore meet ing our eyes 

and giv ing us news that launched us into

Hell. 

“Your baby can’t sur vive,” he said. “She

might last a few hours, but cer tainly won’t

live for a full day.” He said a lot more, but

re ally, trust me: that’s all that reg is ters. He

ended with, “I’m very sorry.”

My wife looked up at this doc tor, still

pale from her long la bour, her hair be drag --

gled, her face a mask of ex cru ci at ing

sor row. She reached out and took his

hand. “I feel very sorry for you,” she said.

“This must be a hor ri ble part of your job.

Thank you for being so kind.”

I will never, ever be a strong enough

per son to do some thing that gen er ous.

I adapted this true story to fit the time

lines of the play, and told the story pretty

much ex actly how it hap pened. I never had 

to mem o rize it. The story came straight

from the heart, every word was true, and

the de liv ery was dead pan, wooden, not

rid dled with “act ing mo ments”. But every

time I get to that part in the play, the au di --
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ence be comes breath less, deathly still. And 

in that si lence you can hear snif fles out in

the au di ence. 

When peo ple talk about the “De mise

of Live Thea tre”, they often make ref er --

ence to other forms of en ter tain ment, like 

video games and sports, which they call

more “in ter ac tive”. I’d love to have some --

one ex plain to me how any thing can be

more in ter ac tive than an en tire thea tre

filled with peo ple of all ages and back --

grounds, all going through an iden ti cal

emo tional ex pe ri ence to gether.

The scene fin ishes to dead si lence. At

the end of every other scene in the show,

there’s been laugh ter and ap plause. No --

body knows quite what to do with this

one. But that’s okay. I know what to do. As 

the lights dim, Erin be gins play ing a short

piece of clas si cal music, slow and mourn ful 

at first but grad u ally slid ing up in pace and

tone until the ten sion is bro ken and the

next scene can begin.

Home stretch.

***

The first time I stepped out onto a

stage I felt at home.

I don’t re mem ber the play; it was a one 

act piece about a cou ple on a date. I had

au di tioned for the part and won it and, to

my de light, dis cov ered the two char ac ters

kiss at the end.

To be hon est, the kiss is all I re ally re --

mem ber. I’m not sure how well I acted. I

don’t re mem ber a sin gle line. But I do re --

mem ber I got to kiss a girl named Wendy.

Given re hears als, and dress re hearsal, and

per for mances, I got to kiss her seven times.

Per for mances were held in the school’s 

thea tre. It held 200 peo ple. While we were 

wait ing to go on, we hung around in the

of fice back stage. It was a small ish room.

There was a desk piled high with pa pers, a

cou ple of plas tic backed chairs, and a do --

nated sec ond hand couch. There was a

mir ror on the wall, and a sink – and of

course, an IBM clock with a sec ond hand

that marked off each mo ment with a vi o --

lent lurch. TICK. TICK. TICK.

***

And here I am, al most four de cades

later, in that same thea tre.

The show is one of two that was

sched uled around my school’s 75th An ni --

ver sary and Re union. I’d been asked to do

a cou ple of shows as a fundraiser for the

Schol ar ship Fund. Of course I agreed. Both 

shows sold out, many of the tick ets

snapped up by for mer class mates and staff. 

Each show raised about $5,000. 

As the play ends, the au di ence leaps up

– a spring-loaded stand ing ova tion. I’ve had 

sim i lar re sponses, but the giant grin on

Erin’s face as she looks over at me tells me 

she knows how much this par tic u lar ova --

tion means to me. 

***

High school was n’t the best time of my

life. I was left out of stuff. I was mocked

and picked on, al though I learned to fight

back the only way pos si ble: with words

and wit. 

After never once hav ing a grade below

an A in my en tire school ca reer, I failed

Grade Ten. I did n’t get stu pid over night; I



just found things I wanted to do more

than study. I missed classes, got kicked out

of oth ers, did n’t bother with as sign ments,

as sumed I would pass be cause I’d never

had to do a lick of work be fore in school

and had al ways sailed through.

(Also, for all my brains, I am still baf fled

by Al ge bra. It never made sense to me. I

took it once, then took it again in sum mer

school, then took it again my sec ond time

through Grade Ten, then had to take it one

more time in sum mer school. Fi nally, I was

given a 52. The teacher did it with the sol --

emn un der stand ing that I would never ever

again take a math course. Deal.)

If I’m look ing back on it hon estly, I think 

I failed be cause I needed to find a so cial

group that would take me. I like to think of 

it as “de cel er at ing”.

My folks were angry and con fused. As a 

par ent now, I get that. I feel badly about

what they must have gone through. And

my marks never ever did go to the top of

the class again. I was fine with that. I got Bs 

and Cs (un think able only a cou ple of short 

years be fore), but I was per form ing and

had friends and in my last year, I even

found a girl friend whom I would marry

years later.

I did what I did to sur vive as best I

could. By being a smart-ass, I avoided being

beaten up, I won ac cep tance, I was able to

keep com pany with girls, and was able to

make sense of my place in the so cial world.

When I left high school, I took Eng lish

and Pol i tics in Uni ver sity, and went into a

cou ple of mar ket ing type jobs. I did fine,

but noth ing re ally moved me much. Then

Kathryn was born and died and I de cided I 

needed to spend my life mak ing peo ple

laugh.

I began doing stand-up com edy and ap --

pear ing on CBC Radio and Tele vi sion. I got 

a name for my self. I wrote books and a

syn di cated hu mour col umn and was of --

fered the op por tu nity to write a mu si cal.

Peo ple were laugh ing. And I was mak ing

them laugh. And as it turns out, that’s not a 

bad way to make a liv ing.

***

At the end of the show, I point out to

the au di ence that there’s some thing miss --

ing from the pro gram. “Our mu si cian

to night isn’t given the proper at ten tion, so

I’d like to in tro duce her now ...”

And, at the end of a show about a fa --

ther’s life long, lov ing re la tion ship with his

daugh ter, I in tro duce my daugh ter Erin.

That’s al ways good for an au di ble gasp and

more ap plause. And we stand to gether,

hand in hand, as the ap plause show ers

down around us, and, as one, we bow.

There is a ded i ca tion page in the pro --

gram for these shows. I thought long and

hard about it, and fi nally wrote this:

“These shows are lov ingly ded i cated to 

all those teach ers who sent me out of the

class room to sit in the hall with the words, 

“Young man, if you think you’re going to go 

through life and peo ple are going to pay

you to be a smart-ass ... you’ve got a big

sur prise com ing.” 

Well. I think we’ve all learned some --

thing here.”
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Halò and Ceud mìle fàilte frae – hello and 

warm greet ings from Scot land where I 

spent a few days at the be gin ning of the

month vis it ing fam ily and friends as well as

spend ing time with youth pro jects in East

Lothi an, the Kibble Education and Care

Centre’s Hillington Experience, and a brief 

visit to CELCIS, the Cen tre for Ex cel lence

for Looked After Chil dren in Scot land in

Glas gow.  It was a busy but en joy able time

all round!  I es pe cially en joyed spend ing

time with David Drys dale and to hang out

with this amaz ing guy with the spirit of a

giant!  Thank you Drysdales – all of you!

Scot land and foot ball – whether round

shaped or rugby – go hand in hand.  Sorry

to see Scot land go out of the Rugby

World Cup by a 1 point loss to Aus tra lia!

Op por tu nity to take in a se nior school

match be tween two Lothi an title con tend --

ers was great fun.  Lasswade Acad emy won 

9-2 but the most im por tant fea ture of the

match was the teach ing and learn ing pre --

vail ing through out the game.

Trans fer able skills are learned dur ing

any sport ing ac tiv ity of fer ing op por tu ni ties 

for im por tant de vel op men tal achieve ments 

with young peo ple.  Check out

http://f-marc.com/11plus/home/ to learn

about the “FIFA 11+” warm-up

programme that helps re duce in ju ries

amongst male and fe male foot ball play ers

aged 14 years and older – es pe cially ACL

and ham string injuries by 30 to 50%! 

As a field, child and youth care work ers 

must never un der es ti mate the learn ing as --

so ci ated with any planned use of ac tiv i ties
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or sport.  Team sports such as foot ball

(soc cer if you are in North Amer ica) offer

amaz ing op por tu ni ties for learn ing trans --

fer able life skills of use in all so cial

cir cum stances.  De vel op men tal achieve --

ments as so ci ated with bound aries for daily 

liv ing, peace ful con flict res o lu tion, ser vice

to oth ers, or plan ning and de ci sion-mak ing 

are all there to be seen – so long as child

and youth care work ers are will ing to no --

tice learn ing op por tu ni ties in the mo ments 

of any ac tiv ity.  I was par tic u larly im pressed 

with the group de brief ing at the end of the 

match, re in forc ing learn ing and ac knowl --

edg ing achievements made by each and

every young person throughout the game.

An other high light of my week was the

visit to the Hillington Ex pe ri ence Pro ject

es tab lished by Kibble Ed u ca tion and Care

Cen tre through its so cial en ter prise ini tia --

tives!  In ad di tion to a full ca ter ing fa cil ity

avail able for use by local youth clubs, there 

is a pro fes sional slot-car rac ing track, the

likes of which one rarely finds in most

places.  But the pride and joy must be the

For mula 1 sized Go-Kart track – com plete 

with fly-over – where the cars are ser --

viced and main tained by young peo ple in

care with the sup port of qual i fied car re --

pair work ers also holding youth work

qualifications!
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Foot ball in volves a whole lot more than win ning!

Slotcar Rac ing at the Kibble Hillington Ex pe ri ence

Pro fes sional Track

Test ing the Go-Kart For mula 1 Track at Kibble’s
Hillington Ex pe ri ence



From en ter ing the male or fe male

chang ing rooms where each pro spec tive

driver dons cov er alls, kit and driv ing hel --

mets, pre-car as sign ment brief ings and

then as sign ment to Go-Karts – youths in

‘looked after care’ are in volved in all as --

pects of the track, in clud ing the con trol

booth where lap times and per for mance

are all mon i tored with print-outs given to

each driver at the end of their circuits. 

Each bat tery-op er ated car is spon sored 

by local busi nesses – like big league race

cars – and there are also tan dem cars for

young peo ple with a dis abil ity!  Just as in

the Glas gow Com mon wealth Games, dis --

abil ity is trans lated into ca pa bil ity, and

ev ery one can have a go!

I did find two char ac ters in a back

room who looked as though they had n’t

much en joyed their Hillington Ex pe ri ence!  

But then, as I am writ ing this on Hal low --

een, I could n’t re sist in clud ing them!

But there is noth ing quite like a visit to

The Trossachs and the Scot tish High lands.  

It was a brief visit but a won der ful op por --

tu nity to re-con nect with spe cial peo ple

and en light ened youth care practices!
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Kibble’s Hillington Ex pe ri ence of fers Tan dem

Go-Karts for Dis abled Youths

Some Hillington Ex pe ri ence Char ac ters who

did n’t do so well!

There was even a brief visit to The Trossachs
near Loch Katrine
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