































































































































































































VIII. TO VISIT OR NOT TO VISIT: ISSUES REGARDING ACCESS VISITS FOR
CHILDREN IN CARE

Gail Aitken, Professor Emeritus, Ryerson University
Janet Morrison, President, Child Psychotherapy Foundation
Sarah Burgess, Clinical Case Consultant, Treatment Foster Care Program

Introduction

In this paper we discuss access visits for children in care, distinguish between access for
Temporary and Society wards vs. Crown wards, and offer some suggestions to improve these
visits. The guiding criteria should be whether access visits promote “safety, stability, and
attachment” (Ontario Child Welfare Review, p. 18). It is important to understand whether and in
what circumstances access visits might have a negative impact on a child’s placement and sense
of permanence.

“The goal for every child in care is a permanent, loving, and safe home, and it is the
responsibility of the child welfare system to make every attempt to provide the opportunity for a
child to belong to a committed, safe, nurturing family. The three critical elements to achieving
permanence are safety, stability, and attachment. All three elements “are essential for normal and
healthy child development” (Ontario Child Welfare Review, 2007, p. 18). Despite this stated goal
to provide permanence for children in care, the results are very discouraging. According to the
most recent Ontario Child Welfare Review (CWR), the average age of children at the time of
Crown wardship is 8.5 years; 44% of children had one placement since becoming a Crown ward
but 20% had two placements and 36% had three or more placements. On average, the children’s
workers change every 21 months. More needs to be done to provide the children with the
security and permanency essential to their healthy development, and improving policies and
practices regarding access visits may assist us to reach that goal.

Background

In Ontario, the number of children in care having access visits with their birth families has grown
in the past decade. Temporary and Society wards of 53 provincial child welfare agencies have
access Visits with birth parents as do a large percentage of our 9,272 Crown wards (Ontario
Child Welfare Review, 2007, p. 4). In 2007, the Ministry of Children and Youth Services
reviewed the files of 5,548 Crown wards. Seventy-five percent of those reviewed had access
orders and an overwhelming percentage of those (85%) experienced access to their immediate or
extended families (Ontario Child Welfare Review, 2007, p. 21). When access with siblings is
included, 95% of Crown wards experienced some form of access with family members (Ontario
Child Welfare Review, 2007, p. 21).

Note: Currently the authors are involved in a qualitative research study (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) regarding access issues, in
collaboration with Dr. Faye Mishna of the Factor Inwentash Faculty of Social Work, University of Toronto, and supported by a
grant from the McCarthy Tetrault Foundation. Treatment Foster Care in Cobourg, Ontario, and four Children’s Aid Societies are
also collaborating in this project. Interviews were conducted with 24 children between 8 and 12 years old who have access visits
with birth family members; focus groups were conducted with four groups of foster parents caring for children who have access
visits and four groups of child protection workers with experience supervising access visits. Some information in this paper has
been taken from those interviews.





































































































































































































































































