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Protecting the child’s protective systems:
promoting resilience-based foster care
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Psychology Support is a specialist freelance consultation support, training and

therapeutic service - set up by Tony in 2006 - for fostering services and LACYP

practitioners in education and social care.

Tony is an associate educational psychologist with Focus Psychology, a community

focused holistic psychology service for schools in South Yorkshire and the Midlands.

Raymond Stratford, (Headteacher 1963 – 1989)
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The ‘engines of resilience’ are
common and ordinary,
interactive and developed in
relationships.

Ann Masten (2014)

Psychology Support is a specialist freelance consultation support,

training and therapeutic service - set up by Tony in 2006 - for

fostering services and LACYP practitioners in education and social

care.

Tony is an associate educational psychologist with Focus

Psychology, a community focused holistic psychology service for

schools in South Yorkshire and East Midlands.

Head of KS4 SLT, Hagley Park High School,

Rugeley, Staffs
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Support for Foster Care

Nearly 64,000 children live with

almost 55,000 foster families across the UK
each day.

This is nearly 80% of the 81,000 children in
care, away from home, on any one day in the
UK.
(Fostering Network, March 2017)
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Loss and Trauma

The majority of the 3,900 pupils who were
permanently excluded from school in 2012/13,
and the 4,390 the year before that, will have
experienced significant relational traumas and
losses in their own home.

Children in care 8 times more likely to be
permanently excluded than peers.
(OFSTED, 2008)

Judy Sebba & colleagues (2015)
Rees Centre, Research in Fostering & Education, University of

Oxford, University of Bristol

The Educational Progress of Looked After Children in
England: Linking Care and Educational Data

What are the key factors contributing to the low
educational outcomes of children in care in secondary
schools in England?

How does linking care and educational data
contribute to our understanding of how to improve
their attainment and progress?

• Overall, most young people who entered care after
the age of 10 did better by being in care for longer.

• The earlier the young person enters foster or kinship
care the better their progress, provided that they do
not experience many short care periods interspersed
with reunifications with their birth families or many
placement and/or school changes.
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• Both school changes and placement changes are risk
factors for looked after children’s educational
outcomes.

• Children whose final placement was in foster or
kinship care did better at GCSEs than those in
residential care or other types of placement. To some
extent this reflected the length of the final
placement - the longer the placement, the better the
outcomes.

The Educational Progress of Looked After Children in
England: Linking Care and Educational Data

• The findings suggest that care generally provides a
protective factor.

Foster carers more likely to provide
stable placements, if they:

Berridge, D. (2000) Placement Stability, Quality protects Research Briefing No. 4
London: Department of Health.
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Major threats to foster carer
resilience

• Placement Instability
- Rock & colleagues (2015)

• Allegations of abuse
– Sinclair, Gibbs & Wilson (2004)

Sources of Stress for Foster Carers: the Research

 Breakdowns or disruptions to placements

 Allegations

 Relationships with birth parents

 Family tensions

 Disagreements with social services

 A lack of support

 Dissatisfaction with system

 Pressure of scrutiny by SWs, agencies, birth

parents, schools...

 Lack of available and quality professional support

31 March 2015

44,625 fostering households

2420 allegations made against carers in the
previous 12 months

• 58% physical

• 19% emotional

• 15% neglect

• 8% sexual
HMGov website Fostering in England 2014-15
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The Impact of Unproven Allegations

on Foster Carers
(Plumridge & Sebba, (2016)
Rees Centre, University of Oxford

Foster Care - major threats, obstacles,
challenges

What is my role as a foster carer?

• Closeness vs Distance

• Treating child as a family member vs

Treating the child as ‘someone else’s property’

1 February 2017
House of Commons Education Select Committee

First public evidence session held as part of its inquiry
into fostering in England.

There is a shortage of 7,600 foster care families in the
UK.

"The foster care system is currently under unsustainable
strain and just to recruit more foster carers is not the
answer.”
- Kevin Williams, chief executive Fostering Network
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My service, Psychology Support, aims to:

• Help foster carers and practitioner meet the varied and
sometimes complex needs of children and young people in
care.

• Increase the knowledge, skills and confidence of foster carers
and those practitioners who working with a child.

• Enable resilience of foster carers, family members, and those
working closely with a child.

• Help overcome the many obstacles and challenges that come
with providing care for and working with a child in foster care.

• Support the crucial early phase of a child’s placement in foster
care.

• Support the process of planned and unplanned endings to a a
child’s placement.

Psychology Support, aims to:

• Strengthen attachment security and trust for a child in the
foster care relationship.

• Help support, maintain and strengthen a child’s school or
college placement – e.g. working collaboratively with
classteachers, SENDCos, designated teachers, LACYP support
staff, social workers and Virtual School.

• Enable foster carers to feel listened to, valued and supported
in their efforts to make a difference for the child in their care.

• Support foster carers with important transitions for a child –
e.g. starting or changing school and college, planning
transition to adulthood, ‘Staying Put’ arrangements for care
leavers.

• Maintain or improve the stability of a child’s foster placement.

More specifically, support for the challenges and
pressures of foster care:

• Supporting a child to adjust to being part of a foster
family

• Improving relationships between a child and members of
the foster family

• Learning new specialist care routines for a child with an
impairment, medical condition or additional support
needs

• Responding to difficulties with toileting, bedtimes, sleep,
eating, and other self-care issues

• Working through the emotional turbulence of caring for
a child who is distressed due to loss, trauma and abuse
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Support for the challenges and pressures of foster care:

• finding the best ways of caring for a child who shows resistant
or reactive behaviour to new expectations and discipline

• making sense of a child’s sometimes confusing and/or self-
defeating behaviour

• identifying and responding to the attachment needs of a child
who struggles to feel trust and security in adult care
relationships

• knowing how to respond most effectively when a child places
themselves at risk of harm, including self-harming, unsafe
sexual activity, drug and alcohol misuse

• managing the emotional strain a child may experience before,
during and following contact with birth family members

• coping with an allegation or complaint made against the
carer

• increasing confidence in skills and identifying strengths
when the carer feels they are not making a difference or
things are going wrong

• managing feelings of sadness and loss when a child
moves on to another foster home, adoptive parents or
returns to birth family; or the sense of failure or regret
when a placement ends prematurely

Resilience is…

The kinds of things we need to make happen

(e.g. events, parenting strategies, relationships,
resources) to help children manage life when it’s tough.

Plus ways of thinking and acting that we need
ourselves if we want to make things better for children.

(Aumann & Hart, 2009)

Prof. Angie Hart, University of Brighton
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Psychology Support for foster carers

Resilience Building & Enabling:

• A ‘Relational Model of Resilience’

• The Resilience Framework for Adults
- Hart, Blincow & Cameron (2012)

www.boingboing.org.uk

Resilience Moves: Coping

 Identifying coping resources

 Understanding stress process

 Identifying and solving problems

 Emotion-focused coping: emotion self-
management, calming and self-soothing

 Openness to support from others (social
support)
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Stress and Coping in Foster Care

• a person perceives a threat from certain aspects of their

environment - stressor

• which causes a negative psychological and physiological

response - strain

• and the behavioural response directed to reducing these

stressors and strain is… - coping
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Meaning-focused coping
Involves:

 Searching for meaning in adversity.

 Drawing on personal values, beliefs, and goals to change the meaning

given to and personal response to a stressful situation.

Five types of control to reduce stress

Behavioural control - the abilty to take action to reduce the impact of a

stressful event; reducing intensity or shortening its length.

Cognitive control - the ability to use our thought processes to alter the

impact of a stressor (e.g. a rethinking of the way we see a stressful event).

Decisional control - an opportunity to choose between courses of action

when confronted by something stressful (e.g. choices, involvement in

decisions).

Informational control - involves being able to gain information about a

stressful event (e.g. its potential consequences).

Retrospective control – affecting a person’s beliefs about things to do

with the stressful event after it has occurred (e.g. being briefed).
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Social support can be given by:

 expressing empathy, caring and concern towards the person;

 expressing positive regard for the person by offering encouragement

and valuing their ideas, thoughts and feelings;

 providing direct assistance, when a person finds a task too problematic;

 giving advice, guidance, and feedback on how a person is doing;

 providing opportunities for a person to be one of a team or part of a

group with shared interests and activities.
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Resilience Moves: Learning

 ‘Learning the Child’

 Developing skills, gaining knowledge and
understanding

 Highlighting personal strengths, skills
acquired, achievements

 The reflective practitioner

Resilience Moves: Core Self

 Learned optimism
 Trauma & attachment awareness

- intersubjectivity
- mind-mindedness or reflective function
- biopsychosocial basis of trauma
(body responses, shame, protective

mechanisms,)
 Secure Base Model of Foster Care
 ‘Embracing vulnerability’, accepting and living

with uncertainty and unpredictability

A Secure Base

A child or young person who is able to seek comfortA child or young person who is able to seek comfort
and security from an attachment figure has the
advantage of feeling safe to explore their world and
in doing so develops confidence, competence and
resilience.

Sroufe , L. A. , Egeland , B. , Carlson , E. and Collins , W. A. (2005)

The development of the person: The Minnesota study of risk and adaptation from birth to adulthood,
New York: Guilford.

This is the essence of the Secure Base Model.
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The Secure Base model

Beek & Schofield (2004)

Jenny (placed at 6, now aged 14) who came from a background
of severe neglect and sexual abuse and continued to be very
challenging, liked to say goodnight to her foster mum every night
just before going to sleep, even if this meant ringing her foster
mum on her mobile if her foster mum was out for the evening.

Availability- helping the child to trust

Sensitivity - helping the child to manage feelings and
behaviour

I think Jenna (9) spent so long in self defence and looking after
herself that she never learned to look at things from any one
else’s point of view. She missed that out when she was little.

And even things like stories. When you say, ‘what do you think is
going to happen next?’ or ‘why is that person thinking that?’ she
hasn’t got a clue, she doesn’t follow the motives of what people
are doing, or how they are feeling. So we do a lot of story
reading together and I talk it through.
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Using an experiences book : making it safe to think and
remember

• Paula (8) couldn’t remember or didn’t want to remember
what happened this morning or yesterday or last week and
couldn’t anticipate ‘next week’. So we started to do an
Experiences Book together - each day writing down what had
happened and her feelings about it. This helped her to reflect
on the shape of each day and the immediate past and build
her capacity to remember.

Acceptance - building the child’s self-esteem

Rob (11) loves his fish pond. Now he’s in charge of his own and
he’s totally reliable in that department. We encourage him all
we can. We say ‘Rob’s the top pond man’. He gave his talk at
school on goldfish and got top marks.

Co-operation- helping children to feel effective

We try, actually, never to tell Salim (7) to do anything. It’s a
matter of phrasing it differently, so that you are not triggering his
feelings of threat. So, instead of saying, ‘Please wash your hands
before you have a sandwich’ we might just say ‘Would you like to
come and have a sandwich after you’ve washed your hands?’ or
‘We’ll have a nice long story time if you brush your teeth quickly’.
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Family membership – Helping the child to belong

We always say – from the moment you walk through the door,
you are part of us. No matter how long you’re staying or how
many other families you relate to, you are part and parcel of our
family, the same as everyone else who lives here. We say it and
we show it to them as well.

Resilience Moves: Belonging

 Support networks: building trusting
relationships with and gaining support from
‘others who know’

 Commitment to family membership

Elaine & David’s story
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Resilience Moves: Changing the Odds

• Resilience can involve challenging adversity not just
coping/avoiding it.

• Strengths/resources people have to ‘change the
odds’ and challenge the source of a problem.

• Self-advocacy & confidence to challenge:
– learn to cope with.
– work round or avoid
– challenge/change (e.g. stigma among
professionals – “Just a foster carer”)

The ‘engines of resilience’ are
common and ordinary,
interactive and developed in
relationships.

Ann Masten (2014)

tonymancini@psychologysupport.co.uk


