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Introduction

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
Parental visitation of the child in foster care serves to maintain family links during a difficult period in the lives of both parents and children.  According to child welfare law and theory over the last decade, permanency or stabilizing the life of a child in foster care is the highest value in out-of-home placement.  This permanency value requires the caseworker to plan concurrently for both termination of parental rights and the reunification of the child with its biological parents.  Both convention and research suggest that reunification with the family of origin is in most circumstances the higher value in concurrent planning, and that family visits predict this outcome.  This essay will review the literature on best practices in family visitation while the child resides outside the authority of the parents, whatever the final case disposition.  Note that the clinical criteria used to determine if visits are advised, and the intensity or duration of such visits, will not be addressed in order to concentrate on elements of the visitation process itself.  Generally speaking, with the advent of supervised visitation it is now extremely rare for workers to prohibit any contact between parent and child.

Visitation may be the most delicately complicated portion of a foster care plan, and yet the family visit is often not afforded the attention it needs in the literature or among workers.  The traumatic effects on children of the transition into foster care is well documented, as are the negative effects of many transfers either between foster homes or between biological parents and foster homes. An ultimate positive outcome of visitation is mitigation of this trauma consequent to the transition to the out-of-home care situation. As such, the first goal of visitation is provision of continuity for the child in care.  Additionally, visitation is a crucial diagnostic tool for the caseworker, assisting both the worker, the foster family, and the biological family to assess the child’s needs.  Finally, parental participation in visiting can mitigate the traumatic effects of separation for them, and helps parents assume the role of active participants in the process of ultimate case disposition.  In this respect, visitation can empower both parents and child that decisions made about their relationship will be completed with appropriate consideration of their input.  


The essay ends by describing a provocative concept providing us with what may be a more sophisticated understanding of visitation during out-of-home placement. This concept is built upon the well-documented notion that some families may never have the skills or capacity to parent full-time. Some form of metered visitation arrangement while the child remains in long-term substitute care may be the appropriate permanent goal for all involved.  At first glance this concept suggests a return to the old revolving door practice that has been soundly rejected in favor of permanency.  The new concept differs from the old in that greater care and sensitivity to the needs and capacities of families is paramount.  This concept may ultimately represent a third or middle-road between the two options of reunification and termination of parental rights.  Most radically, it changes our conception of case disposition from a more primitive “two-valued” orientation (reunification or TPR) to a continuum, or “many-valued” orientation that may better serve the best interests of the child.

The Stages of a Family Visit


Family visitation can be organized as three interrelated stages over time: preparation and planning, the visit itself, and the follow-up.  

Preparation and planning is the period where logistic details of the visit are fleshed out and agreed upon.  The success of this initial stage is essential to the success of the two following stages, since without the foundation of proper planning the visit has greater likelihood to result in negative, rather than positive, outcomes.  The second stage is the visit itself.  Elements of the family visit itself can be highly variable and only a few concepts for visits will be discussed in this summary.  The last stage of the visitation is the examination of the consequences.  Since the visit is a diagnostic tool for the caseworker, it is important that this part of the visitation be properly carried out and documented.  

Preparation and Planning


Despite the fact that time spent on planning for the visit is the best predictor of a good outcome, workers perceive pre-visit planning as time consuming, and may rush through the task to avoid the rancor that may occur among the involved parties.  Foster parents sometimes oppose visits, biological parents often want to see more of their child than the caseworker deems wise, and the worker is practically by definition overextended and unable to give the matter his or her full consideration.  Once the decision is made that a family visit is in the best interests of the child, the worker should proceed to determine the location of the visit.  There are four general categories of locations: the foster home, the biological parents’ home, a public forum, and a specifically designed meeting space.  

The foster home can be highly awkward, since the biological parents and the foster parents may not mesh well, and this tension can disturb the child, who may already be feeling divided loyalties between foster parents and biological parents.  The biological parents’ home is good from the point of view of rebuilding a family environment, but it is harder for the caseworker to control, and so there is more potential for negative situations to develop.  Public places have the benefit that they can potentially recapture a family environment, and have the advantage that they are more controlled than a private home.  Meeting in public places can be harder to plan for, so families requiring significant amounts of structure may have trouble with the option.  


A specifically designed meeting place offers, from the diagnostic perspective, the best possible situation.  It allows the family to meet in a neutral space, with no previous associations.  The interactions can be as free form or as structured as the family needs them to be, and the caseworker can more easily be part of the scenario without seeming unduly out of place.  Since toys and games are provided by the facility, playthings will be both safe and appropriate for the child.  Ultimately, judgment about place must be balanced with the best interests of the child and its relationship to the parents, with diagnostic needs taking second place to this primary consideration.


The timing and duration of the visit are also important to determine prior to the visit.  By and large, families moving towards physical reunification should be allowed longer and longer stays with the child to smoothly ease the transition back into the family.  In this way reunification can be seen as simply the culmination of the visitation process.  In families where physical reunification is not advised, the visits may need to be shorter, aimed more at either giving the parents an opportunity to practice under supervision the parenting skills they are learning, or simply to maintain the attachment between the child and his or her parents.  


Transportation recurs in the articles as a too-often ignored factor in the outcome of a visitation program.  While there are cases where the biological parents cannot meet their visitation commitments even with available transportation, evidence shows a planned and reliable form of transportation greatly decreases absenteeism among the parents.  If the parents do not have independent and reliable means of transportation, it is important that the meeting site be located near a public transportation line, or that agencies be prepared to provide transportation for parents.  


Psychological preparation of parents is also shown to predict a positive outcome.  The visit can be a ‘teachable moment’ for parents about child-rearing techniques.  For many parents little guidance is needed on how to deal with their child in day-to-day situations, but parents may need to discuss the differences between a visit and normal interactions. Since the child is under greater than normal stress, it is important for parents not to be discouraged by aggressive or other disruptive behaviors.  Preventing the buildup of unrealistic expectations will greatly improve parents’ confidence both in their ability to parent, which is usually badly shaken by the child’s removal, and the sense of being “under the microscope” during a visit.  Foster parents also require consideration; they may only see the disruptive behavior of the child upon its return from the visit, and thus come to view the visits as a negative encounters that serve only to increase the child’s stress.  Foster parents should be considered partners in the process so they do not unconsciously sabotage a visitation program.  


Equally important is the preparation of the child, who is feeling a myriad of conflicting emotions and may well be unsure how to deal with them.  Workers should recognize this situation and acknowledge the child’s feelings, being especially sensitive to loyalty tensions engendered by the child’s positive feelings toward both the biological and foster families. 


Lastly the level of caseworker involvement needs consideration.  As a family moves towards physical reunification, the level of caseworker involvement should decrease appropriately.  However, due to the volatile nature of the early visits, the presence of a caseworker who is more aware of all parties’ strains can help smooth the transition to visiting rather than full time living together.  For families in need of help with parenting, the caseworker or visitation supervisor can model good parenting for the biological parents.  The supervisor can also help coach the parents in parenting techniques and give advice as needed.


The education of the parents may be an important component of the visitation experience.  For parents who lack important skills needed to manage their child, enrollment in some form of parenting class is important if physical reunification is the desired outcome.  With the knowledge from these classes, the parents will be able to make the most of their visit, as well as demonstrate to the case worker that they are developing the skills they need to take care of the child.  

The Visit


Visits can fall along a continuum from quite informal to quite formal. Only the more formal supervised and semi-supervised encounters will be discussed in this summary.  Families who need to develop a collection of positive experiences to build on before they can improve their relationship should focus more on a structured activity, most beneficially under the guidance of a third party.  This limits the potential for negative interactions between the parents and the child, since the visit supervisor or facilitator can intervene with both the child and parent and deflect negative situations before they occur.  When parents are involved in independent play with their child, the supervisor can assist by demonstrating playing with the child, as well as presenting ideas for dealing with the child’s attention span, a challenge for visiting parents identified in the literature.  Workers should consider, depending upon the child’s age, a combination of both structured and independent play, including a scheduled snack break during longer visits.  Finally, the opening and closing portions of the visit should be considered because these transitions represent the most stressful parts of the visit.  For example, the worker or visit supervisor is well-advised to structure a ritual greeting and goodbye. 

The Post-Visit Period


Post-visit documentation is the final area of investigation found in the literature.  Workers should seek input from all parties involved, emphasizing perceived successes and challenges during the visit, and desires and goals for the future.  These meetings provide the caseworker with an opportunity to provide feedback for both foster and biological parents, and a chance to outline the worker’s goals for future visits.  Similarly, discussion with the child can help alleviate some of the anxiety the child will be feeling around placement future.  Discussing the visit with the foster parents can also help, as another way to re-enforce the importance of the visits for the child and to help prepare these parents for any difficult behaviors.

Conclusion  


The goals of visitation are to ease the transition of the child in substitute care, to maintain the family connection while the child is out of the parent’s authority, to help assess child-parent problems, and to serve as a means of involving biological parents in outcome decisions. With these goals in mind, there are four considerations that stand out among the articles reviewed: 

· First, more thought and planning should go into the visiting program generally, and plans should not remain static over time, but instead adapt themselves to the changing needs of the child and biological family.  

· Second, biological parents need more support than is usually afforded them, both physical (in the form of transportation and accommodation around meeting space if necessary), and emotional/social (in the form of feedback, encouragement, advice and education).  

· Third, more consideration to foster family buy-in to visitation is essential since opposition by foster parents can only increase the anxiety and stress the child feels. It is important to enlist foster parents as allies right away, and to include them as much as possible in planning and execution of the visit.  This can be accomplished through consistent contact and education about the goals of fostering and the role of visitation in fostering.  

· Fourth, visits should be better tailored to the needs of the child and the skills of the family, and that families should not be expected to do more than they can, nor should they be prevented from doing all they can.  

The Continued Contact Model


As a final note, the concept of reunification deserves some thought.  A number of articles challenged the conventional definition of reunification, posing an alternative definition that would better achieve the best interests of the child.  Rather than consider reunification as a binary system (either unified or terminated), choices around case disposition should instead be seen as a continuum, and the goal should be to achieve the appropriate amount of contact between the parents and the child.  Parents who are unable to take full responsibility for the child should not necessarily be judged inadequate and removed from the child’s life.  The literature suggests that under the right circumstances children are quite capable of handling a more separated relationship with their biological parents, if that relationship is more beneficial to the child than full physical reunification.  In the Continued Contact model, intensity and duration of family contact consider the interaction between the child’s age or emotional capacity and family strengths.  
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