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Chief Practitioner’s welcome 
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In November, Practice Leader Peter Clout left the department to take up the role of PASDS co-ordinator at Tweddle Child and Family Health Service. Peter had a long history in child protection practice and his parting gift to colleagues included his ‘seven rules for being a child protection practitioner’. I am very taken with them and Peter’s generosity. I hope you can take some time to consider them as your year draws to a close. Thank you to you all, Season’s Greetings and over to Peter . . . 
Clout’s Seven Rules for Being a Child Protection Practitioner
1. The case plan is everything
The case plan is what marks out our practice from others. We must be purposeful and targeted in our interventions and the only way we can do that is via good case planning. Furthermore it is a privilege to work with families to encourage them in an act of imagination that is often heroic in its scope. Case planning boils done to a simple question – “what will it look like when…….?’
2. Be Curious
Curiosity is the most under rated skill in our arsenal. It is the most useful way of engaging with families –Help me to understand what happened? I wonder what this means to you? 
It also protects us from the impulse to take an authoritarian/expert stance and attempting to use power over. The stance of curiosity allows us to walk with families and then as needed be authoritative, a stance that has to be earned from your interactions with people - it can’t just be assumed or taken. Only then can you say - I hear you but I don’t agree, we know from experience and from research that this is good/not good for children.
3. Don’t Believe Your Own Publicity
This job is hard. The workload can be unrelenting with extraordinary and often conflicting expectations. Resources are limited and community has no idea what it is that you do and probably less interest.
The temptation in such a situation is to say: ‘well I cannot achieve the impossible and I will just coast along:  I won’t learn, I won’t take risks, I won’t grow in my practice’.
There lies the path to the dark side. As professionals, our primary duty is to learn and grow - when you stop learning it is time to move on. Each year has to bring new experiences and new learnings. I have thirty years of experience, not one year of experience repeated thirty times.
4. Culture is Safety
All families have their own culture and it is important for us to work out what that is and what that means for the family. You can’t assume you know what culture means to a family. You have to, from a stance of curiosity, learn about it from the family. This is what we have learned from doing cultural support plans for aboriginal families.
We need to take this learning to families of all cultures – Where did you come from and when? What is it like there? Who supported you? How did child rearing/ relationships/ conflict work there? How is it different here?
Also, to engage with the culture of others you have be aware of and comfortable in your own beliefs. Do you really believe that culture is safety for Aboriginal families, what about Christian or Muslim families? Don’t be afraid to test out and discuss these ideas with colleagues.
5. Be Proudly Politically Correct
How we express ourselves is important. Be cautious in your use of language and avoid falling into shortcuts, jargon or meaningless tropes. Don’t just say someone has mental health issues but be descriptive of what that means. 
Think about how you describe family violence situations: Is a mother ‘acting protectively’ or is she ‘resisting the violence of another’. Do our conversations with men hold them accountable for their actions or allow them to think we accept or understand their behaviour. This is hard to do and takes constant practice. 
6. Hold Your Loved Ones Close
Our own families and loved ones are the unsung heroes of this enterprise. I suspect that most of them are deeply puzzled by our obsession with this work, why we can’t finish on time, why we can’t make commitments on a week night. If not for yourself, please thank them for me for their patience and understanding.
This job can feel, and sometimes be, all encompassing. We take the problems home, we wake in the night considering them, and we cannot make simple decisions because we are so tired of making decisions all day. It’s an inevitable result of such a complex high pressure role; but it is dangerous. You cannot do this job unless you are also living your whole life so find ways of doing both. Live life beyond the job.
Finally for the parents among you the job is especially challenging. I have heard many of you say that you feel you are letting your own children down looking after other people’s children. I am not sure this is necessarily correct and at the heart of it lies a logical fallacy. 
Time is a finite resource and it is true you have to make a balance as discussed above and you will never feel that the balance is adequate. However love is an infinite resource. The love for your family is separate and added to by the love you show to others in your professional life. My experience is that the children of CP people are immensely proud of what their parents do and do not experience it as a loss or lack in their lives. 
7. It’s Not All About You 
Notwithstanding what I have said above, in the end you can only do your best and you won’t achieve a perfect result, perfect relationships, or perfect case plan. The odds are stacked against you as an individual and you will fall far short of your goals. You need to form alliances and communities of practice with families, with care teams and with colleagues. You need to be clear about your responsibilities and the responsibilities of others.
Child Protection is a team sport and you need to allow yourself to be supported by others, whatever your position.
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