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OOHC VISITATION TIP SHEET 

It is crucial that children visit with their parents when they are placed in out of home care; however, there are several essential factors that the SSW should consider when developing the visitation agreement:

· Planning must involve parents, children, caregivers, and significant others who are important in the child’s life.  Visitation agreements are negotiated during case planning conferences which helps generate more options and reduces conflict.
· The partnership plan should be used as a tool to help facilitate discussion surrounding the visitation agreement.
· The visitation agreement should take the child’s age and developmental level into account.

· Everyone involved in the planning should receive a copy of the visitation agreement.
· Conflicts in determining the preferred visitation plan frequently occur and should be anticipated: 

a) Conflicts may result over a child’s safety and feelings of security.  The SSW should assign the highest priority to the child’s safety, and supervise visits as needed;

b) When the parents’ right to visit with a child conflicts with the preferences of the caregiver, the conflict should be solved in a way that preserves and protects the parents’ right to visit while maintaining the best interest of the child, 

c) When there is disagreement over family members and friends that should be allowed to visit, the child and parents’ preferences should be considered over caregivers or extended family members if the child has emotional ties to the friends and family members and those individuals do not pose any safety risks;

d) Visitation agreements should enhance and support the case plan by allowing the family to learn, practice and demonstrate skills during visitation that promote positive attachment;

· The SSW should prepare the parent about feelings or reactions they will experience when visiting with a child and reactions the child may have to visits.
· The SSW discusses the importance of maintaining consistent visitation with the parents.
· The SSW should monitor and assess risk to the child by monitoring the child’s behavior and reactions prior, during, and following visitation.  

· The SSW uses the visitation checklist to document observations when supervising a visit.
· The SSW should discuss with the family and encourage the use of age appropriate activities prior to, during, and following visits.
· The SSW uses the Developmentally Age Related Visit Activities list as a guideline for visitation activities.
· The SSW should document in service recordings, observations of parent-child interactions before, during, and after the visit, when visit it is supervised. The SSW also documents the child’s behavior prior to and after visits, as well as the caregiver’s observations.
· The SSW consults with the service providers regarding the parent’s progress and skills that require more practice.
· Parents need to be informed that they have a right to appeal changes in the visitation agreement. 
· Visits should not be cancelled or rescheduled because of unexpected problems in staff schedules. Unless the parent requests cancellation of a visit, the FSOS grants prior approval for visit cancellation;

· If the SSW determines that the parents lack of cooperation with the visitation agreement is not the result of unreasonable expectations, or factors beyond the parents’ control, it will be necessary to make modifications in the visitation agreement;

In addition to factors mentioned above the visitation agreement should address the frequency, length, location, supervision, participant’s, supportive services, activities, and conditions of visits.

· Frequency is a critical part of the visitation agreement.  The Child Welfare League recommends that a visit occur within the first 48 hours of placement to reassure children that they have not been abandoned by their parents;

· The SSW should prepare the child for visits by exploring the child’s feelings and discussing how children react to visits, visit activities, conditions and location;

· Following the initial visit the SSW should make every effort to schedule a visit at least once a week. Visitation should occur no less than once every two weeks between parents and siblings.   
· Sibling visits should occur as frequently as possible to enhance and support the sibling relationship while taking into consideration the circumstances of the case. This is a minimum and more frequent visitation is recommended for infants (2 to 3 times a week) and very young children to facilitate attachment. Seven days to a young child may seem like an eternity, and result in the child feeling abandoned and helpless.
· Sibling visitation should occur separate from visitation with parents whenever possible.
· The frequency of visitation should increase before reunification occurs.
· The length of the visit should be at least one hour.
· The length of the visit should give the parent and child sufficient time to interact and practice skills they have learned and work on the issues that resulted in the child entering care.
· The location should be as least restrictive as possible.  It is recommended that visits occur in the parents’ home or other neutral location.
· Approval by the SRA or regional office designee is required to hold visits in the office, unless the court has ordered that visits be supervised.  The SSW should document in the case record why visits are not being held in the home (e.g. unsafe physical environment, safety risk to staff, court ordered supervision).
· Visits are supervised to protect children, and to document and assess the interaction between parents and children.
· The visitation agreement should document who will be supervising the visit (i.e. SSW, caregivers, social service aide, etc.).
· The visitation agreement should specify who can and cannot visit with the child.
· Participants such as, grandparents, family friends, and previous caregivers should be included in some visits if the child requests their presence, and it does not place the child at risk ,or compromise the achievement of case planning goals.
· Supportive Services offered, such as transportation should be included in the visitation agreement.
· Activities the parent is expected to perform during visits should be appropriate to the level and age of the child.  Examples of activities would be to attend medical appointments, school conferences, shop for a needed item, or attend a recreational event.  

· Conditions that the parent might be required to meet include, calling in advance to confirm that they will be attending the visit, refraining from promising the child that he/ she will be returning home at a certain time, remain sober, not to use physical discipline, or bring other persons without advance notice and approval.

REACTIONS CHILDREN MAY HAVE TO VISITATION WITH PARENTS

Visitation for children may present as a difficult situation. Children who are not visited by their parents become estranged and feel abandoned.  When children do visit frequently they often experience distress in anticipation of the visit, during the visit, and when they have to separate from the parent at the end of the visit.  Caregivers frequently keep a log of the child’s behavior following visitation with parents to report the child’s reactions.  When a child presents with behavior problems following visitation the caregiver may request less frequent visitation or shorter visits thinking the child’s behavior will improve.  The SSW may observe the child’s anxiety and conclude that less contact with the parent/s will resolve the situation.  

Visits can be disruptive to a child’s routine and stir deep feelings.  The child’s behavior may be a result of  feelings that the child has difficulty verbalizing.   The troubled behavior typically represents the child’s attachment to parents and the trauma of separation.

Before altering a visitation plan the SSW should explore the following questions:

1. Are the child’s reactions normal and related to the stress of being placed in foster care?  Frequently, children are worried and anxious prior to visits, during visitation, and when they have to separate from their parents at the end of the visit.  Increasing the frequency and or duration of visits may help the child cope with the loss and separation from his/her parent and adjust to the placement.  Frequent telephone calls, letters, and exchange of email is encouraged between visits.

2. Is the child’s reaction a result of distress and worry over being viewed as disloyal by his or her parents for liking the foster family? Sometimes parents demand and instruct children not to cooperate with caregivers and social workers, which places the child in a difficult situation. When a parent attempts to sabotage a child’s adjustment to placement the SSW will need to intervene.  

Children who are encouraged to transfer their loyalty and affection to a caregiver are in a difficult situation as well.   The child may pretend that he/she prefers not to visit with his/her parents to avoid displeasing the caregiver.  The repression of feelings may result in problematic behavior or emotional distress for the child.

3. Are the child’s reactions a result of the visitation arrangements?
When children become distressed by the visitation situation, the SSW should intervene to assist the child and parent in age appropriate activities.  The SSW will frequently need to assist the parent in thinking about age-appropriate activities that the child is interested in and enjoys (please refer to chart on developmentally related visit activities). Parents may also need assistance in planning healthy snacks or meals.  The SSW should insure that the parent consistently uses appropriate discipline and rules.       
4. Do the child’s reactions reveal problems in the parent-child relationship?
The SSW should document the behaviors of the parents and reactions of the children. When relationship problems appear to be harmful to the child the SSW should discuss the concerns with the parents and negotiate a new visitation agreement if necessary. The SSW may also consider seeking a court ordered change in the visitation arrangement.  The burden of demonstrating the association between the parents’ behaviors, the child’s reactions, and the resulting harm to the child usually falls on the agency Additional assessment and therapy may be required to assist the parent and child.

Reactions children experience when visiting with parents



(Typically include a combination of all or some of the following)

· The child is happy and comforted by the family.

· The child may be resentful and/or fearful of the parent because of the maltreatment.

· The child feels guilty and thinks that it is his/her fault for being taken away from the home.

· The child may not understand why he/she cannot go home.  It is confusing for younger children to have two sets of parents and caregivers.  It is confusing when they hear other children in the home call the caregivers “mom and dad.”

· The child is worried that he/she will be viewed as disloyal by her parents if he/she likes the foster family.

· The child is anxious and worried about whether his/her siblings are okay and would like to visit.
· The child is defensive when he/she perceives that the parents are being criticized by the SSW, caregiver, or treatment provider.
· The child feels angry and sad about being separated from family.

· To cope with the loss and lack of control the child regresses into acting babyish, becomes demanding, and maybe fearful or whining.  The child may become depressed and have nightmares, wet the bed, become aggressive, be inattentive and complain of physical pains prior to and following visits.

Reactions parents’ experience when visiting with children

(Typically include a combination of all or some of the following)

· The parent feels that his/her parenting is being criticized and is defensive.
· The parent feels competitive over the child’s loyalty and may undermine the caregiver. 
· The parent is loving and engages in activities that demonstrate deep affection for the child, such as cuddling and hugging.
· The parent resents not being able to control the location, time and frequency of the visits.
· The parent is happy to see the child and comforted by the visit.
· The parent is anxious and overcompensates by bringing the child numerous gifts, toys, or clothing items.
Caregivers’ Foster Parents’ Reactions to Visits

· The caregiver is supportive and pleased that the child is comforted by visiting with family members.
· The caregiver sees his/her role as temporary and facilitates reunification.
· The caregiver may not understand why the child is reacting so strongly to separation and blames the family for the child’s behavior.
· The caregiver is critical of the birth family’s parenting practices and inability to protect the child.
· The caregiver is resentful over the disruption that visitation causes in the regular household routine and having to deal with the child’s reactions.
· The caregiver may resent visits with the parents and feel that visits are weakening the child’s attachment to them.
· If caregivers are going to be supervising visits between parents and children the SSW should insure that the caregivers: 
· Value the parent/ child relationship;
· Can objectively record visit interactions;
· Can intervene if necessary;
· Maintain confidentiality; and 
· Have the time and resources.

Developmentally age appropriate activities:

Source:  Child Welfare League of America

	Age
	Developmental Tasks
	Developmentally Related Visit Activities

	· Infancy (0-2)


	· Development primary attachment

· Develop object permanence

· Basic motor development (sit, reach, stand, crawl, walk)

· Word recognition

· Begin exploration and mastery of the environment
	· Meet basic needs (feeding, changing, holding, cuddling)

· Play peek-a-boo games

· Help with standing, walking, etc., by holding hand, play “come to me “ games

· Name objects, repeat name games, read picture books

· Encourage exploration; take walks; play together with colorful, noisy, moving items



	· Toddler (2-4)
	· Develop impulse control

· Language development

· Imitation, fantasy play

· Small motor coordination

· Develop basic sense of time

· Identify and assert preferences


	· Make and consistently enforce rules

· Read simple stories; play word games

· Play let’s pretend” games; encourage imitative play by doing things together such as “clean house,” “go to store”

· Play together at park; assist in learning to ride tricycle; dance together to music

· Draw together; string beads together

· Discuss visits and visit activities in terms of “after breakfast,” “after lunch,” “before supper,” etc.

· Allow choices in activities, clothes worn, foods eaten



	· Preschool / Early School 

(5-7)
	· Gender identification

· Continuing development of conscience

· Develop ability to solve problems

· Learning cause-effect relationships

· Task completion and order

School entry and adjustment
	· Be open to discussing boy-girl physical differences

· Be open to discussing child’s perception of gender roles; 

· Make and enforce consistent rules; discuss consequences of behavior

· Encourage choices in activities

· Point out cause-effect and logical consequences of actions

· Plan activities with beginning, middle, end (as prepare, make cake, clean up)

· Shop for school clothes together; provide birth certificate, medical record required for school entry; go with child to visit school, playground prior to first day; accompany child to school



	· School-age
(8-12)
	· Skill development (school, sports, special interests)

· Peer group development and team play

· Development of self-awareness

· Preparation for puberty


	· Help with homework; practice sports together; demonstrate support of special interests, such as help with collections; attend school conferences and activities; work together on household tasks

· Involve peers in visit activities

· Attend team activities with child

· Be open to talking with child

· Discuss physical changes expected; answer questions openly


Page 4 of 5

