
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

December 2021 
ISSN 1605-7406 

2 
 
 

 

Contents 

Editorial:  Parallels ..............................................................................................................3 
Janice Daley 

The benefits of applying the lightning talk in child and youth care 
education ....................................................................................................................... 9 

Johanne Jean-Pierre, Sabrin Hassan, Jonathan Bailey, Kiaras 
Gharabaghi and Asha Sturge 

Fusing Horizons: Reflections on Caring for Asylum Seeking and Refugee 
Youth ............................................................................................................................. 20 

Mark Smith 
Child and Youth Care and the New World .............................................................. 44 

Kiaras Gharabaghi 
In Search of Better Questions ..................................................................................... 52 

Doug Magnuson 
Owning It ........................................................................................................................... 57 

Hans Skott-Myhre 
Peter Principles ................................................................................................................ 66 
Postcard from Leon Fulcher ........................................................................................ 75 
Information ........................................................................................................................ 80 

 
 
 

In association with 
 
 

    

http://www.rcycp.com/
https://www.celcis.org/knowledge-bank/sircc-journal/


 
 

December 2021 
ISSN 1605-7406 

3 
 
 

Editorial Comment 

Parallels 
 

Janice Daley 
 

 
n the vein of “What else can 2021 throw at me?” I’ve recently suffered a 
relatively serious injury to my knee. (Relative in that I’ve never really had 
a serious injury before, so in comparison to, say, something life 

threatening or permanent, not so serious, but in comparison to a lifetime of 
ability to get around independently, certainly disruptive, inconvenient, 
uncomfortable, and painful).  

My immediate concern was related to getting around for the 
necessities of daily life (I mean, the very basics – bathroom, food, sleep). My 
home is a tall narrow house that has three levels, each separated from the 
other by 15 steps. This was insurmountable in my initial condition before 
any recovery, healing, or physiotherapy had occurred. I could not, for a 
period of time, live in my own home. Fortunately, my parents, who were 
leaving the following day for a 12-day vacation, live in a home where the 
living space is all on one level and we were able to move in there 
temporarily and begin recuperation in comfort and safety with minimal 
arrangements to be made. One friend had crutches I could borrow, my 
sister had a walker belonging to her in-laws; I had access to a circle of 
support. 

“What does any of this have to do with Child and Youth Care Practice?” 
you might, reasonably, ask. As I sat in my parents’ home, which was not my 
childhood home, but was familiar enough that I felt relatively at home, my 
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mind went to how strange it is to occupy a space, especially suddenly, that 
is not the space I consider my home. As “homey” and comfortable as it was, 
there were many elements about my own home that I prefer. I reflected on 
the experience of young people moving to out of home care, and the 
parallels that exist between my experience and theirs. Not that the two are 
equal, but I felt there were some things about what I was going through 
that illuminated some of the emotional reactions I have seen over my 
decades-long career in CYC Practice. Things that early in my career I found 
inexplicable in my inexperience and naivete. Things that I began to 
understand somewhat as I met more and more young people who had 
common reactions to living “in care” away from their birth families, for a 
variety of reasons. 

For example, even though there were very real safety concerns about 
being at my own home (especially the dreaded 30 stairs to navigate), I 
strongly wished to be there. But I had no control over the circumstances 
that lead to me living outside my comfort zone. Even though there were 
amenities and supports in place in my temporary life space, I longed to be 
where I felt comfortable. Where I knew where everything was, how to 
access it, and how to manage my surroundings. Suddenly I had some 
insight into the mindset of a young person who might prefer to be in a 
home where there wasn’t the same access to a variety of good food, warm 
surroundings, and caring adults. I just wanted to be surrounded by 
familiarity. 

At the same time, I was plagued by anxiety about my current situation. 
Having had no experience of serious injury, I didn’t know for sure how my 
body would respond – would I heal? Was this how I would feel long term? 
Was what I was doing to try to recover helping or hurting? Which voices 
should I trust and listen to? Would I ever get back to my previous 
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independence? I could see how young people removed from their homes 
into a new circumstance would experience anxiety, questions and mistrust 
-- and a rollercoaster of emotions! I tend to be quite balanced in my 
emotional well being, having put significant effort and work over years into 
understanding myself, my circumstances, my responsibility in those things, 
and the value of responding rather than reacting. Yet I could not seem to 
help but lash out emotionally at times when I felt challenged or 
misunderstood. I was vulnerable because I was going through something 
completely outside my previous experiences, and I had more difficulty than 
I care to admit keeping my cool. I couldn’t help but wonder, without the 
years of work, maturity, experiences, and supports I’ve been privileged to 
have, how much more volatile would my reactions be, and to recall the 
volatility of emotional responses I observed in young people I’ve worked 
alongside over the years.  

There were numerous other parallels I reflected on, including the lack of 
access to immediate supports (also due to circumstances beyond anyone’s 
control – unbelievably there was a cyber attack at this same time that 
disrupted medical and paramedical services in my region – thanks 2021!) 
But we also see this often with young people in out of home care – delays 
in access to needed supports as the system moves (too slowly at times) to 
put things into place that are intended to support young people through 
transitions. My reality was that in the early acute stage of my physical injury 
I was not prepared to engage in physiotherapy or other supports in 
meaningful ways. Just getting out to urgent care for an initial assessment 
created such stress in me as I worried over making things worse with one 
misstep! I covered this with some bravado, insisting that I would be fine 
and I could take care of myself, and maybe I didn’t need to see a doctor at 
all! Bravado is a response I have witnessed many times over the years in 
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young people who, had they felt safe enough to share their real feelings, 
were surely experiencing anxiety, confusion, fear and sadness.  

Why am I sharing all of this? I suppose I’d like to encourage all of us who 
are in contact with individuals who have experienced trauma and loss, be 
they young people or their families, to look beyond what we might 
perceive on the surface and recognize that just below the bravado, the 
emotional volatility, the silence, the yelling, the withdrawal, the myriad 
other “behaviours” there is likely significant pain, fear, confusion that 
requires those of us who may not share the same experiences but are 
positioned in their lives to offer empathy, support and care. Again, my 
physical injury is not a direct parallel, but it triggered memories of young 
people and families I’ve encountered over the years, and offered some 
insight perhaps worth sharing. 

 
 

JANICE DALEY is an associate editor of CYC-Online and has been a front line CYC 
Practitioner in Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada since 2000. Armed with a freshly 
minted MSc in CYC studies from University of Strathclyde in Glasgow, Scotland, she 
recently moved out of full time Family Support work to focus on facilitating education in 
understanding the impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences in a faith-based context. 
She lives in St. John’s with her husband Peter.  

 

 
 
 

Unless stated otherwise, this Editorial Comment is provided by the writer in their personal capacity and 
without prior sight of journal content. As such, the views and opinions expressed in articles elsewhere in this 
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The benefits of applying the 
lightning talk in child and 

youth care education 
 

Johanne Jean-Pierre, Sabrin Hassan, Jonathan Bailey, Kiaras 
Gharabaghi and Asha Sturge 

 
 

Introduction 
Child and youth care instructors often aspire to prepare students for 

unforeseen circumstances in the field, including circumstances that may 
require spontaneous advocacy and public speaking skills in various 
settings, such as an interdisciplinary case conference or a plan of care 
meeting. We suggest that one way of contributing to these goals is the 
pedagogy of the lightning talk. A lightning talk can be defined as a short 
(three minutes), time-limited, oral presentation on a particular subject 
without the use of supporting materials, such as Power Point slides, notes, 
an electronic device, or audience engagement, so as to simulate a practice 
context that was unexpected and for which the practitioner has no 
opportunity to plan or prepare (Jean-Pierre et al., 2020). It differs from an 
elevator speech or pitch, which is usually expected to last less than a 
minute (30 to 60 seconds) and has been employed in the corporate world 
and other professions to sell an idea, a product, or a service (Cox & Marris, 
2011; Pagana, 2013; Simpson, 2016). The lightning talk is longer and shares 
similarities with the Three Minute Thesis (3MT) contest, which challenges 
graduate students to present their research projects in a concise and clear 
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fashion (Hu & Liu, 2018). In this article, we will share the main lessons 
learned from a study that examined the learning experiences and 
processes of the pedagogy of the lightning talk at a Canadian metropolitan 
university in two child and youth care undergraduate courses. After a close 
examination of the main findings, our research team realized that the 
lightning talk fosters meta-cognitive, public speaking and advocacy skills 
that prepare students to advocate spontaneously on their feet in everyday 
frontline practice. We furthermore realized that spontaneous advocacy 
skills may significantly strengthen practice unfolding with frameworks of 
radical youth work, critical child and youth care, or child and youth care 
politicized praxis. As the Standards for Practice of North American Child 
and Youth Care Professionals (2017) specifies, advocating for, with and on-
behalf of children, youth and families is an integral part of child and youth 
care work and requires the mobilization of practical and concrete skills and 
competencies. 
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Methodology and Findings 
To conduct a study about students’ learning experiences of the 

lightning talk, the research team obtained ethics approval from an 
institutional review board at a Canadian metropolitan university in 2019. 
After students completed the lightning talk in two different undergraduate 
courses, we recruited a total of 70 participants, and they completed an 
online questionnaire with open-ended and closed-ended questions. 
Interested readers can find a complete description of the study and 
specific implications of the study in regard to the development of advocacy 
skills and public speaking skills in other articles (Jean-Pierre et al., 2020; 
Jean-Pierre, Hassan & Sturge, 2021). This article presents a quick overview of 
what child and youth care and youth work instructors can learn about the 
lightning talk from an empirical study that centred the viewpoints of child 
and youth care undergraduate students. Here are the main takeaways 
from this project for instructors in our field.  

 

1. This activity enables students to frame, in their own words, what 
constitutes child and youth care work 

The lightning talk can be used to encourage students to synthesize 
their knowledge and frame, in their own words, what constitutes child and 
youth care practice. Some students focused greatly on individual 
characteristics and very broad skills during their lightning talks, while 
others were able to articulate child and youth care-specific characteristics. 
For instance, collaborating with colleagues in a multidisciplinary team and 
“meeting children and youth where they are at” are frontline principles 
often shared with other human services professionals. Students are 
encouraged really to think about the profession, their abilities, and 
experiences, and how they can position themselves as providing a unique 
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input in the institution. The various descriptions of the profession that we 
heard in class may reflect contemporary debates regarding the breadth 
and depth of what defines and constitutes child and youth care practice 
(Farrell, 2018).  

 

2. It is important to give space for individual presentations such as the 
lightning talk to enable each student thoroughly to cultivate their 
personal skills at their own pace 

Group assignments are frequently assigned in child and youth care 
programs with the support of Power Point slides, notes, memos and 
laptops. Groups can also be required to submit a collective paper related to 
a presentation in order to foster communication and collaboration among 
future professionals. However, even with pedagogical strategies and 
incentives to encourage all group members to contribute to such group 
work projects equally, several factors can lead to one or more students 
dominating a group presentation and, as a result, gaining more experience 
in public speaking. The lightning talk—an individual, brief, oral 
presentation—genuinely provides each student the opportunity to reflect 
upon their own skills and knowledge, discover their own learning 
strategies, develop time management, organizational and stress-coping 
skills (Jean-Pierre et al., 2020). Just as importantly, the lightning talk allows 
students to confront the relational aspects of becoming the focal point in 
conversation with others; presentation skills are not limited to what is 
being said, but how students learn to use voice, tone, body language, 
positioning and other elements to render what they are saying credible 
and noteworthy for the audience, so as to have an impact on decision-
making in team environments in which the child and youth care 
perspective is often seen as peripheral. 
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3. The lightning talk can facilitate the development of critical thinking 
skills, self-confidence, advocacy, communication, and stress 
management strategies 

A large proportion of students who enroll in child and youth care 
programs aspire to work in direct practice across human and social 
services. In these settings, there is an expectation that our graduates have 
self-confidence, as well as critical thinking, advocacy, communication and 
stress management skills. Through the participants’ narratives, we found 
that the lightning talk fostered these aforementioned skills (Jean-Pierre et 
al., 2020) which are imperative in any professional capacity. It also became 
apparent that some students need to further develop their public speaking 
skills, while others happily discovered that they were more capable than 
they initially thought. Most postsecondary institutions stress in their 
mission statement, goals, and strategic plans how they value critical 
thinking and communication skills. The lightning talk can promote the 
development of professional competencies that prepare for everyday 
frontline work and nurture valued higher education learning goals. 

 

4. There is a need in child and youth care education to conceptualize 
“in the moment, think-on-your-feet advocacy” as an everyday practice 
that all practitioners should develop 

While there are institutions dedicated to advocacy, and several social-
political theories delve into equity and social change, it is important that 
students grasp that individual, every day, frontline work, radical youth work 
or child and youth care politicized praxis require a range of tangible 
competencies that should be fostered during pre-service education. Being 
able to advocate spontaneously in the workplace means engaging in 
frontline child and youth care work. Students should have the opportunity 
to learn how to identify a problem and avenues of solutions, to express 
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clearly and effectively their ideas, and to think quickly on their feet. 
Everyday child and youth care work can include working with children and 
youth that may experience several intersecting forms of marginalization 
which warrant that someone speak out publicly and advocate for them (or 
with them) in the moment, spontaneously, and in a compelling manner. It 
is critical that our programs’ graduates be equipped with the ability to 
advocate orally and individually in a clear, quick, and concise manner to 
ensure that the children, youth, families, and communities that we work 
with are actually being supported. 

 

5. The duration of the lightning talk can be scaffolded throughout a 
program and can start with one minute and increase gradually in 
subsequent years 

We observed that the process of speaking publicly for three minutes 
without support of slides or other materials can be a daunting task for 
some students who have had fewer opportunities to develop oral 
presentation skills. Students in child and youth care programs can begin 
with one-minute lightning talks while instructors increase gradually the 
duration of the presentation and the learning outcomes’ expectations over 
the years. Efforts to scaffold the lightning talk to foster oral communication 
skills throughout a program should be made explicit to students in order to 
convey that these competencies are essential for their future careers.  

 
Overall, this research project’s findings reveal that, while some students 

can speak publicly with ease and are poised to advocate spontaneously, 
other students in our programs are not yet equipped with the range of 
skills and competencies to do so, even when they have successfully 
completed a child and youth care diploma before their enrollment in a 
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university program. This gap can be addressed with clear, intentional, and 
tangible pedagogical and curricular strategic plans that aim to develop 
public speaking and advocacy skills. If we ignore this need, we may fall 
short of preparing our students to advocate for, with, and on-behalf of 
children, youth, families and communities. The pedagogy of the lightning 
talk is one of several pedagogical tools that can be used to develop 
advocacy skills. Thus, administrators and instructors are encouraged to 
imagine pedagogical tools that foster individual and group pedagogies to 
promote advocacy and public speaking skills development. It may not be 
enough to introduce students to critical or radical theories, concepts and 
ideas; instead, a pedagogical approach to ensure that students prepare to 
articulate well-integrated and compelling arguments as they encounter 
far-from-perfect institutional, inter-disciplinary, and often adult-centred 
conversations and decision-making processes in the field, is a core element 
of promoting not just good quality inter-personal practice, but also the real 
impact of child and youth care practice in the field. 

 

Conclusion 
We hope that this research project will inspire other researchers to 

engage in empirical studies about pedagogy and curricula that centre the 
experiences of all students. While accounts and reflections co-authored by 
instructors and students provide interesting insights, these accounts often 
exclude the perspectives of students who are less engaged or motivated in 
our programs. Despite our best efforts to develop welcoming learning 
environments, some students may prefer to contribute to an anonymous 
questionnaire rather than speak their minds in-class or during office hours. 
Systematic research methods enable us to capture a broader range of 
students’ learning experiences and processes with the ethical obligation to 
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maintain confidentiality. Child and youth care instructors and program 
administrators can adopt a comprehensive teaching plan throughout their 
program that may include the lightning talk and several other experiential 
and active-learning initiatives to foster critical advocacy-related 
competencies and skills for everyday frontline work.  
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Fusing Horizons: 
Reflections on Caring for 

Asylum Seeking and 
Refugee Youth 

 

Mark Smith 
  
 

Abstract 
Global movement has led to the need to care for thousands of displaced 

children and youth. Since late 2016 my family and I have been foster carers for 
an unaccompanied minor seeking political asylum and subsequent refugee 

status. This experience has afforded unique insights into the lives and needs of 
asylum-seeking and refugee youngsters and to the systems that come to 

frame their lives. I offer here a reflexive account of my own experiences in the 
hope that it might cast some light on the wider context of how we might care 

for such youngsters. For me, this has involved a continual fusing of horizons 
between past and present and between practical responses to everyday care 

informed by an awareness of the cultural context that frames these. My 
conclusion is that such work requires a child and youth care orientation, 
foregrounding ideas of everyday life within a context of cultural safety. 

 
Keywords 

unaccompanied minors, asylum, refugee, Muslim, Islam, foster care, cultural 
safety, Europe 
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eaders, certainly European readers, will recall the refugee crisis that 
erupted into public consciousness in 2015 as hundreds of 
thousands fled conflict-torn countries across the Middle East, 

Central Asia and Africa. They will recall images of Jeeps with bodies 
hanging from them driving across the North African desert and of dinghies 
going down in the Mediterranean Sea, some of their passengers rescued 
by Italian coastguards, others not, their bodies washed up on Southern 
European beaches. Many of those who made it to Europe traversed the 
Continent before ending up in the Calais Camps on the north coast of 
France, waiting for claims for asylum to be processed or hoping that they 
might be smuggled to the UK in the back of a lorry. 

There was a range of reactions, not all of them positive, to the events 
that unfolded across Europe, requiring destination countries to offer 
sanctuary and care of some sort to huge numbers of what Bauman (2016) 
termed the strangers at our door. There were many humanitarian 
responses at political and community levels. One such was associated with 
a politician, Alf Dubs, who negotiated an agreement on behalf of the UK 
Government to take 3000 unaccompanied asylum seekers from Calais. In 
the event, and in response to political pressures, the numbers were 
reduced to nearer 300. This cohort of, primarily, boys and young men was 
dispersed across UK local authorities. The Scottish city we live in agreed to 
take five. We were already registered foster carers, having offered respite 
care to disabled kids for over 25 years. So, when an email came around 
asking if we might consider extending our fostering remit, we felt a need to 
respond. We spoke to our kids and agreed to offer a placement. 

This happened at a point in our family life, which impacted our capacity 
and motivation to respond. My wife had left social work practice after thirty 
years to undertake a PhD. I had made that move from practice to 
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academia some years earlier and was about to go on sabbatical leave. Our 
own kids had left home to go to university, so we had both flexibility of 
time and space at home, but there were probably other things going on 
too. It can be hard to say this in secular times but it was approaching 
Christmas and the figure of a young person forced from their homeland 
and seeking refuge in a strange land held a particular resonance for us as 
Catholics. At another level, there may have been an element of personal 
vanity at play – I have a niggling concern about my credibility with 
practitioners the longer I am out of practice and this gave me an 
opportunity to keep my hand in, to practice what I preach.  

Having made the offer, things moved quickly and Faisal (name 
changed) had moved in by the first week of January. The response from 
friends was mostly positive, although (and I will come back to this point), 
there was a sense that we were doing something beyond the ordinary and 
that others, even if similarly motivated, might not have the specialized 
knowledge and skills required. Interestingly, it was social work friends who 
were rather more sanguine – those seeking asylum were often older than 
they claimed to be, they told us; placements often broke down – cultural 
differences could be really difficult to manage and youngsters took off to 
be with communities of compatriots in bigger cities. We hadn’t actually 
considered that we might struggle in a caring role – although we have 
never considered ourselves to have any specialist ‘therapeutic’ skills, we 
both had years of experience of looking after kids in range of different 
capacities and settings and were confident that we had something to offer 
and that we would handle whatever difficulties that might crop up. This, 
however, was going to be a very new experience. Scotland has, until the 
past decade or so, been a particularly mono-cultural society. And while I’d 
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like to think that I was politically and religiously internationalist, I soon 
realized that I actually knew next to nothing about majority world cultures. 

In the event, our confidence was justified – our experience has been 
entirely positive. Over the course of the past three years we have gone on 
to offer respite to other asylum-seeking kids but, more broadly, our house 
became a meeting place, after Mosque on Fridays, for the group of boys 
who arrived together. My wife, primarily, has become an advocate for 
Faisal’s friends as they have negotiated the hurdles of settling in a new 
country with no existing support networks. 

Our motivation in fostering was certainly not that we might go on to 
research that experience but given our own backgrounds it was perhaps 
inevitable that we would reflect on the situation we found ourselves in and 
we quickly realised that we were gaining unique insights into the lives and 
needs of asylum seekers and how to care for them. A particular knowledge 
emerges out of the act of caring (Ricks, 1992), which, when combined with 
our practice experience and academic backgrounds intersects dialectically 
to bring a practical wisdom that isn’t available within policy or the 
psychological discourses that have come to dominate child care. 

If I were to describe our position in research terms it would lend itself to 
a reflexive ethnographic approach, a genre of autoethnography (Ellis, 
Adams & Bochner, 2011). Autoethnography ‘seeks to describe and 
systematically analyze personal experience in order to understand cultural 
experience’ (Ellis et al, 2011, online source, para 1). So, in many ways this is an 
account of my experience of caring for Faisal, making connections 
between this and the wider cultural context within which that caring 
relationship is set. 

Autoethnography brings particular ethical considerations. In 
foregrounding myself in the writing, I risk compromising Faisal’s 
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anonymity in a way that cannot be glossed over merely by changing 
names or through claiming procedural consent. Faisal knows what we do 
professionally, and we have spoken to him about speaking publicly about 
our experiences caring for him. He is perfectly happy with that (and 
genuinely, as a teenager, although now legally an adult, seems not to care), 
although I have to be conscious that this seeming consent is offered in the 
context of a relationship within which he might be seen to be dependent 
on or beholden to me. In such situations, MacFarlane (2010) claims that it is 
more important to exercise personal virtue and ethical imagination than to 
merely follow ethical guidelines and that properly ethical consent can only 
reside in the relationships of trust that exists between Faisal and myself in 
the context of wider family relationships (Ellis, 2017 or 2007). Nevertheless, 
mindful of the potential ethical complexities, the focus of this article is not 
so much on Faisal but on my reflections of caring for him in the hope that 
these can offer wider insights. 

 

A starting point: cultural safety 
Fulcher (2003) notes that the care and supervision of young people 

relies heavily on Western theories of child development and interpersonal 
relations and fails to sufficiently recognise the significance of culture in 
providing care. It might seem odd that this is the case as social work 
training since the early 1990s in the UK required the demonstration of anti-
discriminatory practice, which included attention to cultural difference. 
However, critiques of this are that it was tokenistic, and that was certainly 
our experience. Social work discourse gave us little we could draw upon in 
our new caring roles. 

Fulcher goes on to observe that carers’ personal experiences of 
acculturation and socialisation leave them with taken-for-granted 
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assumptions and mindsets. We realised very quickly that we knew very 
little about other cultures. Faisal, as his name might suggest, was Muslim. 
But he was African. Brought up within a tradition of Christian missionary 
activity in Africa, it had not really occurred to us that so much of the 
continent was Muslim. We, also, had a very surface knowledge of Islam, 
even down to not knowing the significance of terms such as halal (which 
we associated only with a way of slaughtering animals for meat but not 
with its wider connotations of what was permissible in life more generally). 
We likewise had little conception of the flip side of halal, haram, those acts 
that are forbidden. We also had to come to terms with daily prayer, with 
wudu, the ritual ablutions that Muslims are called to perform, with dua, the 
invocations recited silently on entering everyday situations, with fitrah, the 
idea of modesty and with zina, which I return to. Mostly, we had to come to 
terms with Ramadan, the requirement that Muslims fast between the 
hours of sunrise and sunset for a period of 29-30 days in the year. This 
becomes particularly problematic when Ramadan falls in June, where, in 
Scotland, we get perhaps only four hours of darkness. I recall one of the 
boys, who had lived most of his life in the West, telling me that I just didn’t 
understand how all-encompassing religious adherence was for Muslims; it 
wasn’t a matter of just religious belief or practice but an entire way of life. 
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Rituals of encounter 
The cultural dissonance between Islam and our own cultural 

backgrounds required that we became aware of and practiced in a way 
that Faisal experienced as culturally safe. Fulcher describes cultural safety 
as involving ‘the state of being in which a child or young person 
experiences that her/his personal wellbeing, as well as their social and 
cultural frames of reference, are acknowledged – even when not fully 
understood’ (2003, p.20). 

A starting point in beginning to show this respect was to do some 
homework (easy with the internet) around basic geographical, linguistic, 
religious and cultural features of Faisal’s homeland which, in turn, led to us 
needing to be aware of the wider geo-political situation across much of 
Africa and the part this plays in the conflicts behind the movement of 
people as they seek to escape the ramifications of these. We obviously had 
to place Faisal’s own experiences within this wider global context. And it 
was in this regard that everyday experience became so important in 
linking the particular to the general. Early on in placement I took Faisal to 
the gym and he showed me the scars on his legs caused by beatings from 
the security forces; we were able to use this information with lawyers 
preparing his claims for refugee status. This fusion of the immediate with 
the bigger picture becomes possible and emerges serendipitously through 
the sharing of everyday life events, which is at the heart of a child and 
youth care approach to practice (Garfat, 1998). 

While we deliberately held off from directly questioning Faisal about his 
experiences, concentrating instead on helping him settle into the routines 
of family and school, we came, through chance remarks and snippets of 
conversation, to find out about not just his journey but the wider global 
movement of people which is, of course, more complicated and nuanced 
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than we can be led to believe. Sure, there were the traffickers, so central to 
popular and policy discourse, making money out of this, but there were 
also humanitarian motives to remove sons and daughters and neighbors 
from harm, but mostly, the whole process just seems to have taken on a life 
and momentum of its own. Faisal did not set out to leave his homeland 
and had no idea where he was going, but once he joined the caravan of 
other youngsters in a similar situation, it just kept rolling with various 
interludes, in his case as with so many others, across Northern Africa to the 
Mediterranean, into Italy and from there, across Europe to the Calais 
Camps. 

Fulcher (2003) makes the case that the rituals of encounter that emerge 
between carers and children of different cultures are fundamental to the 
personal meanings ascribed to help-giving and help-seeking behaviours, 
and to the relational dynamics of child and youth care practice. These 
rituals are played out in everyday events. A key ritual of encounter is 
around food practices. 

 

Food 
Food assumes a social and symbolic significance in caring (Dorrer et al, 

2010; Rees, Holland & Pithouse, 2012) quite beyond its necessity for 
sustenance. Rituals around food and its preparation take on particular 
connotations within certain religious traditions. For refugees in foster care, 
it is implicated in a sense of comfort and of finding sanctuary, negotiating 
belonging and evoking a sense of ‘home’ in a new land (Kohli, Connolly & 
Warman, 2010). 

Food has always been important to us as a family. So, when Faisal 
arrived, my wife (in particular), entered into all sorts of elaborate 
arrangements to source halal meat, particular spices and breads and we all 
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took our turn at trying to cook traditional meals. Although we enjoyed 
these new dishes, our efforts were not particularly appreciated by Faisal 
whose eating habits remained a mystery to us. He would go for long 
periods without eating and when he did, his diet, apart from eating 
copious amounts of fruit, was not healthy. His friends, on the other hand, 
ate everything we put down to them. It was only after a couple of years, by 
which time he had the language to explain, that he was able to tell us that 
he used to drive his mother mad as he was a ‘fussy eater’. So, our efforts to 
cater for Faisal’s cultural needs in respect of food had to be set against his 
own fussiness.  

 

Language 
This led to another realization on our part and that is to do with the role 

of language in how asylum-seeking youngsters can make sense of and 
articulate their experiences. Although Faisal’s English was remarkably 
good, and he understands and can communicate to a high level, there are, 
understandably, particular words and concepts that he did not have; it took 
him a couple of years to be able to explain that he was a ‘fussy eater’. That 
led me to think about how he and others might be able to pick up the gist 
of a conversation but there would inevitably be gaps as they came across 
words and concepts they just didn’t get. So, whilst we might be pushed, 
increasingly, in child and youth care and every other sphere of people work, 
to apply a narrow ‘therapeutic’ lens to understand what might be going on 
for youngsters, we need a far broader perspective that recognizes and pays 
attention to the importance of language as the gateway to the intellectual 
and moral habits appropriate to conversation and attunement to cultural 
frames of reference (Standish, 2005). 
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The comfort of strangers 
One of the gratifying experiences for us was around how well received 

Faisal was once he came to live with us. Neighbors brought gifts and 
offered help. We enrolled him in the local school, which was great with 
him. Teachers looked out for him, gave him presents, marked special 
occasions. My own wider family also rallied round. My mother, a former 
English teacher, helped him pass the English exam that was the gateway 
to college and subsequently university. Friends of my sons and daughter 
offered him tuition in particular school subjects. Although shy, Faisal made 
friends at school, mostly among other non-indigenous kids. He also 
maintained links with a couple of boys from his homeland, who were 
placed in a neighboring local authority and with other Muslim boys 
through the mosque. 

 

Football 

But the most powerful support network and, arguably, the strongest 
signifier of cultural safety converged around football. All the asylum-
seeking boys were football mad and each had a favorite English team. One 
of the defining moments in his settling into our family was when, early in 
placement, one of our sons, who coincidentally followed the same English 
team, took him to London to take in a game. Family members also 
involved him in playing in a regular five-a-side football game that has gone 
on now for almost three years. Football provides a sense of identity and 
belonging for kids (Steckley, 2005) and for asylum-seeking and refugee 
kids it does so in a context where they do not need to know the language 
to know what is going on, to express themselves, to be understood and to 
gain status. Faisal also joined a local boys club team and, as with the 
teachers in the school, the football coaches and other boys were incredibly 
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kind to him. In a male and largely working-class context that we can be led 
to imagine to be breeding grounds for intolerance, he has experienced 
nothing but kindness.  

 

Zina 
After a bit, it became apparent that girls were part of the friendship 

group at school. By this stage, I had some understanding of Muslim 
attitudes towards sex, set out in Islamic law in the concept of zina. Zina 
decrees that sex should only happen within marriage and stipulates 
eternal penalties for anything that happens beyond those confines. The 
need to commit zina is mitigated in Muslim countries through early 
marriage but becomes more complicated in Western cultures. The 
implications of carrying a cultural fear and weight of sin for even looking at 
or being alone with a member of the opposite sex got me thinking more 
broadly about the implications of sexual customs and beliefs in 
understanding and caring for youth from different cultures. 

Faisal and thousands of other boys had spent the years of their sexual 
awakenings on the road. One can only imagine the conflicts they have to 
negotiate and what sense Muslim boys, who had left their countries of 
origin as boys having only seen sexually mature females draped in Muslim 
dress, might make of their arrival in the West as young men to be 
confronted with girls’ bodies and with their own sexualities in a cultural 
context where sex is not necessarily considered haram. This constitutes a 
fundamental challenge to the way the world, until that point, was 
understood. How might child and youth care workers acknowledge such 
matters with them? Having that conversation with kids is by its nature 
awkward at the best of times – as Fewster (2001) observes, talking about 
sex puts us in touch with our own sexuality, which we tend to put into cold 
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storage when engaging with kids. It is more difficult in the Muslim culture 
where there are even greater taboos around speaking about sex. Others 
within Faisal’s friendship group came from still different religious and 
associated sexual traditions, each with their own peculiar features. So, one 
needs to grapple with what diverse sexual moralities and sensibilities 
might mean in terms of how asylum seekers negotiate relationships in a 
new and strange world. 

All of this made me think about how inadequate instrumental or rights-
based school and health-based approaches to sex education and to sexual 
identity are in such a complex and sensitive cultural web. None of this is 
mentioned or even considered in how social work engages or fails to 
engage with such complicated psycho-sexual issues. The social work 
response relayed to us did not go beyond the arguably racist stereotype 
that they (Muslim youth) don’t respect women. That has certainly not been 
our experience but even if it were, it betrays a Western view of gender that 
does nothing to illuminate the complexity and ambiguity brought about 
by radically different cultural and religious contexts. 

 

Liminality 
Attitudes to alcohol in Islam are, like sex, similarly restrictive. Although I 

quite consciously drink in front of Faisal, partly to challenge a preconceived 
notion that alcohol leads to a loss of control, he has not succumbed to 
joining me. Abstinence has its advantages; there has not been the 
clubbing and the nights waiting up for him to arrive home in various states 
of disrepair that is the ‘normal’ adolescent experience. Caring for Faisal has 
constituted an inversion of this – while with our own kids the adult role has 
been to shield them or to pace their entry into the adult world 
(Mollenhauer, 2013), the task with Faisal has been to try and push him to 
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take a few baby steps so that he might reach a ‘position facing the world’ 
(see Smith, 2013) but to allow him to do so comfortably and without feeling 
that he is betraying his religion and his roots. He, and the other boys, exist 
in this perpetual liminal state, on the threshold of two very different worlds 
(Kohli, Connolly, & Warman, 2010). The task for us has been to try and 
maintain a healthy tension by which he (and they) can reconcile and 
embrace both worlds. While drinking alcohol has not been one, we have 
been conscious of marking other adolescent rites of passage such as 
getting travel documents, taking his first flight, learning to drive, picking 
up part-time jobs and going off to university. 
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The lifeworld and the system 
While I have alluded to the kindness Faisal has encountered from those 

he has come across in his everyday life, the same cannot be said of the 
state apparatus; there is a disjunction between the lifeworld and the 
system (Habermas – see Houston, 2012). Engagement with the 
immigration authorities has shown the system to be obstructive and 
downright incompetent. Most egregiously, perhaps, one of the boys, for 
instance, was sent papers refusing him refugee status that detailed a 
journey through Turkey that he did not make; they were obviously 
someone else’s. But, more generally, their experience was one of what 
Bourdieu (1991) would identify as symbolic violence; small administrative 
acts such as sending documentation in English, knowing the boys would 
not understand it. 

The response from our own profession of social work has been very 
mixed. While Faisal’s first allocated social worker went out of her way to 
find out about his cultural background and needs, she retired and 
subsequent workers just did not seem to be aware of the importance of 
doing so. But perhaps more concerning was the lack of any institutional 
awareness of the asylum-seeking boys’ unique situations. An example 
might be of one of them, placed in a group home, who went to visit friends 
in a neighboring city. He missed the last train back and phoned to say he 
would return the following morning. Despite knowing this and knowing 
where he was, the home applied missing persons protocols and informed 
the police, who visited several homes in the city he was visiting looking for 
him. Two police officers turned up at our house the following morning to 
speak to Faisal who had been the last person to have spoken to his friend 
who, by this time, was on his way home. You can imagine the 
incomprehension Faisal experienced in being faced with police officers 
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concerned that a boy who had traversed Africa and Europe for 18 months 
might be unsafe among fellow countrymen in a Scottish city 50 miles 
away! 

 On another occasion, several of the boys were reported to the police for 
shaving their heads, mostly out of boredom, lest their actions were 
indicative of radicalization, which has become a political concern across 
much of Europe. This is what happens when we look to dubious concepts 
such as radicalization (McKendrick & Finch, 2017); we start to treat people 
as categories, the missing person, the radicalized youth, and when we 
blindly follow rules rather than seeking to understand individuals in their 
unique situations. One might also ponder whether ascribing such 
terminology could potentially introduce a political dimension to actions 
that would otherwise have remained in the realm of everyday messing 
about. It would be understandable that Muslim youth might come to 
recognize a political side to their experience when subject to such crass 
institutional practice. 

 

Discursive Lacunae 
A further troubling feature of social work’s professional response is 

around its fixation with Western theories of child development and, in 
particular, ideas of attachment and trauma, which do not apply universally 
(Burman, 2016). In our case, it was a default assumption from laypeople and 
professionals alike that Faisal must, inevitably, be traumatized. But trauma 
is an ill-defined concept only really evident in its symptoms and there were 
few if any in Faisal’s case. He slept well, he was focussed on school, 
engaged in activities and was able to make and, although very shy, to 
sustain friendships. A doctor told us he must be traumatized and the 
symptoms would emerge at some point, but over three years in, we are still 
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waiting. Of course, he has had experiences that were terrifying, but he is 
not traumatized. This observation actually has wider empirical support in a 
range of studies of refugee children (Summerfield, 2000). Despite this 
evidence, it is fascinating how a trauma perspective should take 
precedence over that formed through the experience of everyday care 
sustained over a prolonged period. This highlights the knowledge 
hierarchies in favor of what is imagined to be ‘hard’ psychologized 
approaches over everyday care when it comes to looking after kids. 

In the UK, the latest incarnation of trauma’s empire (Fassin & Rechtman, 
2014) converges around Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES) (Felitti et al, 
1998). As foster carers, we were invited to a training session on ACEs. As a 
framework for understanding the impact of early experience on current 
functioning, this is problematic in the best of circumstances (Edwards et al, 
2017). Applied to asylum seeking kids it is at best unthinking but, more, 
broadly, might indicate social work’s complicity in oppressive and racist 
practices (Masocha & Simpson, 2011) for, in assuming past harm, it locates 
this within intra-familial difficulties (which, for most of those we know, were 
actually very good) and takes no account of the real reasons for their 
situations which are located in rapacious global capitalism, corrupt 
government and out-of-control security forces, none of which not feature 
in the ACEs framework! More generally, the default turn to ACEs and 
trauma perspectives in delivering training to carers provides an insight into 
the image of the child promulgated by the social work profession. It is an 
image of the ‘child in need’, haunted and held back by past experience. 
This is in stark contrast to the ‘rich child’ of social pedagogic discourse, 
which recognises that children ‘have endless potential and capacities, are 
competent and resourceful, actively engage with and influence their 
surroundings’ (Eichsteller, nd). The very fact that Faisal and others are with 
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us and successfully marking out and negotiating new lives for themselves 
is testimony to the richness and fortitude of children and youth – we do 
them no favours by transposing Western ideas of trauma upon them. 

None of this is to minimize the experience of asylum-seeking kids and, 
certainly, as parents, we found it hard to contemplate the hurt of 
separation from their families experienced by Faisal and his friends. 
However, we came to realise that we were transposing our own 
assumptions and expectations of family life onto a very different context. It 
is only recently, having re-established contact with his mother after four 
years, that Faisal told us that we just did not understand just how different 
things were in his country and religion. Losing a son in conflict ridden 
societies (and in Faisal’s case in circumstances where his mother had no 
idea what had happened to him) was not the unimaginable catastrophe 
that we would experience it as, but was a fact of life for very many families, 
and parents are sustained in their grief but also their hope by a faith that 
what was happening was Allah’s will. Islam holds out the promise and 
certainty of the afterlife rendering this life and its problems as merely steps 
along the road to the next and thus able to be made sense of. 

 

Islam 
Deference to Allah’s will nor indeed Islam’s certainty did not always sit 

comfortably with me. I could absolutely understand the religion’s cultural 
significance in maintaining individual and collective identities for a group 
of dislocated boys. And I could understand how the certainty of its beliefs 
might be fundamental to their survival and fortitude. On the other hand, I 
feel uncomfortable with Islam’s railing against modernity and the 
decadence it ascribes to Western culture. In such a worldview, sexual 
morality would seem to subsume other moral considerations to the extent 
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that it is substantially constitutive of Muslim identity in the West. The focus 
on personal morality also seemed to take precedence over the kind of 
pastoral concern that one might have looked for from the mosque in 
response to asylum-seeking youngsters, but that we did not see.  

The extent of the cultural gulf between Islam and my own religious 
social and cultural traditions have confronted me, at one level, with what 
the philosopher Ron Barnett (2004) identifies as a sense of existential 
‘strangeness’. For me, I have found this sense of strangeness stimulating. 
But, we could only begin to imagine what it must have felt like to Faisal, 
coming to a country where he had to encounter overwhelming whiteness 
but even down to attempting to work out who this unknown family was 
that he was expected to go and live with and what the status of that 
relationship might be. 

 Coming to terms with this strangeness has required, on our part, 
qualities of curiosity and cultural humility, which Hook et al describe as the 
‘ability to maintain an inter-personal stance that is other-oriented (or open 
to the other) in relation to aspects of cultural identity’ (2013, p. 2). This, in 
turn, requires an ongoing reflexive quality that involves interpretation of 
what might be going on in an encounter set against the interplay of past 
and present but also encompassing what I bring to the situation through 
pre-judgements born out of my own experience, all within a recursive 
process of interpretation and reflection. This might be understood through 
reference to Gadamer’s (1975) development of the idea of the hermeneutic 
circle, which involves a constant fusing of horizons between past and 
present, the particular and the general.  

Over time and prompted by family members, I realized that perhaps 
this strangeness is a little less strange than I may have first thought and 
may be partly a matter of degree. They pointed out to me the resonances 
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between Islamic injunctions on sexual morality and even food practices 
with my own Catholic past, which I had to recognize – perhaps it was 
aspects of that I was railing against. But it was not just at a level of 
institutional religion that experiences were not quite as strange as they 
might, on the surface have been. Doucet (2008) talks of the gossamer walls 
through which we begin to discern images of ourselves in the object or 
subject of our research, or in this case in our daily living. Despite our 
radically different experiences regarding age, geography and cultural 
tradition, I could begin to identify aspects of myself in some of Faisal’s traits 
and dispositions. We were both oldest children, with the sense of 
responsibility, inhibition and shyness that might go along with that, albeit 
these were amplified in Faisal’s case. It was perhaps these spectral 
connections that have allowed us to make some sort of relationship 
whereby we can begin to make some sense of one another however 
tentative and incomplete. 

 

Some concluding thoughts 
As mentioned earlier, autoethnography seeks to bring the personal to 

bear on wider cultural experience. In this concluding section, I offer some 
thoughts as to what our experience might illuminate in respect of caring 
for asylum seeking and refugee youth. Firstly, it has reinforced my belief 
that care is a practical moral task undertaken, not through any fancy 
therapeutic interventions but through joint involvement and presence in 
everyday life. Pithouse and Rees identify the essence of foster care as 
happening ‘within the interdependencies and everyday moral “workings 
out” between people in caring relationships. These relationships emerge 
from care itself as a social process and daily human activity in which the 
self exists through and with others’ (2011, p. 196). Care, they go on to assert, 
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is demonstrated in broadly cultural and practical actions such as the 
symbolism of food, issues of the body and aspects of touch. This is a far 
more apposite description of the task than any that is couched in terms of 
the myriad psychological interventions that characterise much present-
day discourse around foster care. Adopting Pithouse and Rees’ description 
of care might lead to carers striving for a process that involves the recursive 
interplay of interpretation and understanding rather than more 
conventional and seemingly expert notions of assessment and treatment. 
This involves a phenomenological fusion of horizons between past and 
present, between the immediate and the more general, between the 
personal and the cultural. It also involves a reflexive awareness of self and of 
the relationship of self to the Other within a context of the ungraspable 
alterity of such relationships. 

This calls for a reorientation of the way that we think about care. It 
demands an understanding of why care might be necessary, a call to care, 
and openness, curiosity and confidence in offering care within youngsters’ 
life worlds. These are qualities that many possess but may be put off from 
offering through the narrow and restrictive assumptions about care 
imposed by the current system. 

 

References 
Barnett, R. (2004). Learning for an unknown future. Higher Education Research & Development, 

23(3), 247–260.  

Bauman, Z. (2016). Strangers at our door. John Wiley & Sons. 

Bourdieu, P. 1991, Language and Symbolic Power, Massachusetts, Harvard University Press. 

Burman, E. (2016). Deconstructing developmental psychology. London, Routledge. 

Dorrer, N., McIntosh, I., Punch, S., & Emond, R. (2010). Children and food practices in residential 
care: Ambivalence in the ‘institutional’ home. Children's Geographies, 8(3), 247-259. 



 
 

December 2021 
ISSN 1605-7406 

40 
 
 

Doucet, A. (2008). “From her side of the gossamer wall (s)”: reflexivity and relational 
knowing. Qualitative Sociology, 31(1), 73-87. 

Edwards et al (2017) ‘The Problem with ACEs’. Edwards et al.’s submission to the House of 
Commons Science and Technology Select Committee Inquiry into the evidence-base for 
early years intervention (EY10039).  

Eichsteller, G (n/d) Social Pedagogy and the Rich Child: Helping children unfold their potential, 
available 
https://www.academia.edu/15752578/Social_Pedagogy_and_the_Rich_Child_Helping_childr
en_unfold_their_potential accessed 2nd May 2020 

Ellis, C. (2007). Or 2017? P. 5 Telling Secrets, Revealing Lives: Relational Ethics in Research With 
Intimate Others. Qualitative Inquiry, 13(1), 3–29. 

Ellis, C., Adams, T. E., & Bochner, A. P. (2011). Autoethnography: an overview. Historical social 
research/Historische sozialforschung, 273-290. 

Fassin, D and Rechtman, R. (2009) The Empire of Trauma: An Inquiry into the Condition of 
Victimhood, Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press. 

Felitti, V. J., Anda, R. F., Nordenberg, D., Williamson, D. F., Spitz, A. M., Edwards, V., & Marks, J. S. 
(1998). Relationship of childhood abuse and household dysfunction to many of the leading 
causes of death in adults: The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study. American 
journal of preventive medicine, 14(4), 245-258. 

Fewster, G. (2001) Morality, empathy and sexuality. Journal of Child and Youth Care, 14(4): 1–16. 

Fulcher, L. C. (2003). Rituals of encounter that guarantee cultural safety. Relational Child and 
Youth Care Practice, 16, 20-27. 

Gadamer, H. (1975) Truth and method. New York, NY: Seabury Press.  

Garfat, T. (1998) The effective child and youth care intervention: a phenomenological inquiry. 
Journal of Child and Youth Care, Vol. 12. No. 1-2. 

Hook, J. N., Davis, D. E., Owen, J., Worthington Jr., E. L., & Utsey, S. O. (2013). Cultural humility: 
Measuring openness to culturally diverse clients. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 
60, 353–366. 

Houston, S. (2012) ‘Jurgen Habermas’ pp 13-24 in Gray, M., & Webb, S. (Eds.). (2012). Social work 
theories and methods. London, Sage. 

Kohli, R. K., Connolly, H., & Warman, A. (2010). Food and its meaning for asylum seeking children 
and young people in foster care. Children's Geographies, 8(3), 233-245. 

https://www.academia.edu/15752578/Social_Pedagogy_and_the_Rich_Child_Helping_children_unfold_their_potential%20accessed%202nd%20May%202020
https://www.academia.edu/15752578/Social_Pedagogy_and_the_Rich_Child_Helping_children_unfold_their_potential%20accessed%202nd%20May%202020


 
 

December 2021 
ISSN 1605-7406 

41 
 
 

Macfarlane, B. (2010). Researching with integrity: The ethics of academic enquiry. London, 
Routledge. 

McKendrick, D., & Finch, J. (2017). Under heavy manners?’: Social work, radicalisation, troubled 
families and non-linear war. The British Journal of Social Work, 47(2), 308-324. 

Masocha, S. & Simpson, M. (2011) Xenoracism: Towards a Critical Understanding of the Construction of 
Asylum Seekers and its Implications for Social Work Practice, Practice, 23: 1, 5-18  

Mollenhauer, K. (2013). Forgotten connections: On culture and upbringing. London, Routledge. 

Pithouse, A., & Rees, A. (2011). Care as regulated and care in the obdurate world of intimate 
relations: Foster care divided? Ethics and Social Welfare, 5(2), 196-209. 

Rees, A., Holland, S., & Pithouse, A. (2012). Food in foster families: care, communication and 
conflict. Children & society, 26(2), 100-111. 

Ricks, F. (1992) A Feminist's View of Caring, Journal of Child and Youth Care 7(2) pp 49-57 

Smith, M. (2013). Forgotten connections: reviving the concept of upbringing in Scottish child 
welfare. Scottish Journal of Residential Child Care, 12(2), 13-29. 

Standish, P. (2005). Towards an economy of higher education. Critical Quarterly, 47(1‐2), 53-71. 

Steckley, L. (2005) ‘Just a game? The therapeutic potential of football’. In: D. Crimmens and I. 
Milligan, eds. Facing Forward: Residential Child Care in the 21st Century, Russell House 
Publishing, Lyme Regis, pp. 137-147. 

Summerfield, D. (2000). Childhood, War, Refugeedom and ‘Trauma’: Three Core Questions for 
Mental Health Professionals. Transcultural Psychiatry, 37(3), 417–433. 

 

DR MARK SMITH was a practitioner and manager in residential child care settings for 
almost 20 years before entering academia. His first academic post was at the University 
of Strathclyde, where he set up and taught a Masters programme in residential child 
care. In 2005, he moved to the University of Edinburgh as lecturer, and subsequently, 
senior lecturer, in social work. He served as head of social work there from 2013-2017. In 
2017 he joined the University of Dundee as Professor of Social Work. 

 

This article was originally published in Relational Child and Youth Care Practice, Vol. 
33, No.2, pp50-65 

https://www.rcycp.com/


 
 

December 2021 
ISSN 1605-7406 

42 
 
 

 

https://press.cyc-net.org


 
 

December 2021 
ISSN 1605-7406 

43 
 
 

Get the CYC-Net App now! 
 

 

 

https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/cyc-net/id1107539080?ls=1&mt=8
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.cyc.net


 
 

December 2021 
ISSN 1605-7406 

44 
 
 

Child and Youth Care and 
the New World 

 
Kiaras Gharabaghi 

 
 

t what point will be ready to acknowledge that the world we lived 
in no longer is the world our young people will navigate? As we 
approach the end of 2021, a year that started with a great deal of 

hope after 2020 took us by surprise with its thoroughly negative pandemic 
developments, we realize that this year was no better, and perhaps much 
worse for most people around the world. Of course, there have been 
difficult years before this pandemic; and there have been other 
developments around the world that seemed to transform our social 
reality. We can think of World Wars, the Cold War, the fear of nuclear 
annihilation, the collapse of communism, and many other things. But at 
least over the course of the past fifty years or so, there was some 
consistency in what was happening around the world, not all of which was 
pretty. With the rise of neoliberalism, it felt like a slow decay of human 
spirit, love and care, but one in which one could still carve out spaces for 
social justice and hope. I think we are about to enter an entirely different 
world (really, we have already entered it), and this makes me wonder how 
we can prepare our youth to navigate in that new world and what exactly 
the responsibilities of child and youth care as a way of being in the world, 
and as a professional field of practice, might be. 

At a macro level, we have at least three developments that are 
fundamentally changing how we live together as communities and 
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societies in local, transnational and global contexts. The first of these is of 
course the pandemic itself. I think we are pretty clear now that this is not a 
temporary phenomenon that we can simply incorporate into our daily lives 
much like we did with influenza and many other contagious health 
hazards. My most optimistic prognosis is that we will experience waves of 
worrisome case levels for at least another five years, with the Global South 
clearly and unequivocally in a worse position. Realistically, I think it will take 
much longer to find stability in the face of this public health hazard, and 
pessimistically, I worry that by the time corona virus settles down, another 
public health crisis will emerge and replace it. We may have reached a 
threshold within the nature-humanity relationship in which bio-health 
hazards are simply going to be a permanent feature of life on the planet. At 
the very least, our sense of precarity of life from the threat of biohazards is 
something we will live with for generations to come. 
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The second development that I think is quite transformative for how we 
live life, and for how our young people will live their lives, is the decline of 
liberal democracy everywhere. I remember when the American author and 
historian Francis Fukuyama proclaimed “the end of history” in the early 
nineties, based on his analysis that no matter what sort of system of 
government was in place anywhere in the world, everywhere people 
claimed to either be or to aspire to become liberal democracies. Even at 
that time, this idea seemed absurd; much of the world did not at all look 
like liberal democracy. But what is changing right now, and very rapidly, is 
that even the idea of liberal democracy, characterized by stable and 
transparent structures, institutions, and political processes, is no longer the 
central idea driving political cultures, much less political processes. Those 
countries most closely associated with liberal democracy, such as the 
United States, much of central and southern Europe, Australia, New 
Zealand, Japan, and my country Canada, have largely abandoned any 
pretense to the integrity of democratic action, as evidenced by the 
intentional manipulation of physical and virtual realities and facts, the 
spectacle of lies, deception and corruption at the highest levels of 
government, and the continued empowerment, and their total 
entanglement, of corporate interests over public governance.  

And the third development that dominates news cycles and yet seems 
completely irrelevant in terms of coordinated action, is of course climate 
change. We can see the impacts of climate change very clearly and very 
dramatically, most of which associated with extreme weather incidents 
that are wiping out individuals by the thousands, entire communities, as 
well as eco-systems we rely on to produce food. Climate change is driving 
migration patterns, generating famines, wiping out the life spaces of 
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Indigenous peoples everywhere, and, just as a minor addition, sinking 
entire island nations in the South Pacific. 

There is of course a lot more happening in the world that is of concern, 
including the digitization of social relations, the hyper-liberalism of 
transnational capital, the violence and polarization associated with 
immigration and new diversities, and more. The difference between all of 
those things and the three I identified above is that we have a way of 
navigating, resisting, and fighting against those things, at least at local 
levels; but we really have nothing to offer in the context of biohazards and 
the crash of any semblance of balance in the nature-humanity relationship, 
the decline of liberal democracy and climate change. These things are just 
happening, and for the most part, as child and youth care professionals, 
theorists, and researchers, we have stayed silent and made few 
adjustments to how we think about our field. 

What can we do? Where do we go from here? 
The short answer is that we really cannot remain complacent in the face 

of these changes. By complacency I don’t mean that we, as individuals, 
remain idle in our own responses to these developments. I mean instead 
that child and youth care, what it stands for and what it aspires to 
accomplish, needs to adjust to the changing world. In many respects, the 
field has already done that in some parts of the Global South, where much 
of child and youth care practice is really a driving force in national 
development. In South Africa and elsewhere, child and youth care has had 
an impact not only on the lives of millions of young people, but it has also 
generated a new social movement, a child and youth care workforce that 
lives life and pushes community differently than it is being pushed by 
shifting, largely corrupt, and definitely not democratic governments. Child 
and youth care is actively engaged with climate change, seeking new ways 
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of designing communities to become resilient in the face of the 
consequences of climate change. And although the pandemic is wreaking 
havoc on the country itself, child and youth care in South Africa is drawing 
on its experience, and some would say its foundation, in the context of the 
HIV epidemic that has plagued the country for three decades and more 
now. Perhaps most importantly, in South Africa child and youth care is 
recognized not only by the field’s leaders but also by its practitioners and 
the communities they are connected to, as a source of hope and optimism. 
Despite everything, humanity and care might just stay the course in spite 
of active efforts to dissolve these. 

But no such thing is happening in the Global North. We continue to 
reference community here and there, but primarily structure our 
engagement within our field through the institutional and quasi-
institutional structures provided by child welfare, mental health and health 
care systems, and youth criminal justice systems, as well as within the 
broader context of public education systems. In Canada, students do their 
placements overwhelmingly in schools, group homes, hospitals and 
recreation centres. In their courses, they learn about things like social 
ecologies, child and youth rights, residential care and treatment, evidence-
based practices, trauma-informed practices, and more. These are all great 
topics, but none take account of a changing world. In fact, in the Global 
North we teach these things, and practitioners practice these things, as if 
our youth were growing up and ultimately entering a life in democratic 
contexts, where public health is more or less stable, and where it may rain 
once in a while, but life itself is not directly related to mass flooding, 
hurricanes, draughts, poisoned water supplies, and other calamities. We 
still practice as if these things are extreme exceptions, perhaps more 
prevalent in the rest of the world, but not here. 
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I think this is short-sighted. The side-effects of the drivers of change are 
mass migration and its associated racism, extreme social inequalities, 
community violence, gender violence, and economies that are increasingly 
returning to the split of the ultra-rich and the devastatingly poor with 
impunity. Culturally and politically, we are seeing our societies polarized 
like they have never been before, and every indication is that such 
polarization is increasing and deepening. 

Sure, we can talk about social justice. We can pretend that our focus on 
rights-based approaches will somehow move governments to enact 
different policies. We can retreat to the interpersonal context of 
relationships in the hopes that young people won’t notice that 
interpersonal relationships have a different role in societies that are not 
democratic, that don’t center care, and that are happy to stimulate the 
violence that comes with polarization. We can pretend that we are 
contributing to de-colonizing practice, to reconciliation and to anti-racism. 
But I am not sure we are at the moment. In fact, I think we are losing 
ground, becoming mere pawns in a changing world in which our relevance 
is highly questionable. 

I believe we need new concepts, or at the very least, adapt the ones we 
have to a changing world. Again, the Global South has been dealing with 
all of this and the consequences of colonization and histories of genocide 
and oppression on top of that for decades. But in the Global North, we are 
toying with young people, offering our practices while surely knowing that 
nothing we are doing right now will prepare them to navigate what is to 
come. At a time when we are barely able to keep it together in the face of 
this pandemic and its consequences, we must rethink what we can bring 
to the table. We need concepts of relationship and relational practice, care 
and caring, engagement and participation, rights and civic belonging that 
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are fit for a world in which formal structures are shifting quickly away from 
all of these things. Abuse and private experiences of violence will continue 
to be sources of trauma for young people. But state violence, climate 
change, and biohazards will take that trauma to a whole new level. Just ask 
Indigenous people; or the Black diaspora in North America; or any social 
group that has been made to watch the disappearing of their culture, land, 
identity, and future. They will tell you that under these kinds of conditions, 
what we talk about does not reflect their lives. 

It’s December. Usually for December, I try to stay positive and end with 
“Happy Holidays everyone!” But this year, we can’t afford to start thinking 
about something different in January. We should start right now. Because 
if not this year, soon enough Christmas, Hanukkah, Kwanza and whatever 
other winter holiday you might celebrate, will just get cancelled. 

I wish you peace and wellbeing, 
Kiaras 
 

DR KIARAS GHARABAGHI is Dean of the Faculty of Community Services at Ryerson 
University in Toronto, Canada and a regular contributor to CYC-Online. He can be 
reached at k.gharabaghi@ryerson.ca 
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In Search of Better 
Questions 

 

Doug Magnuson 
 
 

hild and Youth Care is always vulnerable to “inert ideas,” a phrase 
used by Alfred North Whitehead almost 100 years ago to describe 
“ideas that are merely received into the mind without being 

utilized, or tested, or thrown into fresh combinations” (1929).  We are 
infused with inert ideas, especially if we attend poor schools. Yet the 
opportunities and challenges of being a young person – and how we assist 
and support them – ought be endlessly interesting to us, and thinking 
clearly about those ideas ought to be motivating. The ideas that emerge 
from practice are interesting, yet they become inert when we forget actual 
young people – and the context in which the ideas arose.   

Distractions are numerous; our formal education systems, child welfare, 
and even informal education has difficulty remembering what we could be 
doing.  It is not intellectually difficult—it is practically difficult to overcome 
our collective amnesia about what our practices.   An example from the 
study of research methods world illustrates the usefulness of thinking first 
and foremost about the questions we ask.  

In 2015, Silberzahn and Uhlmann published a paper in the journal, 
Nature, that reported the results of crowd-sourced research. They had 
given the same research question and the same data to 29 research teams, 
wanting to see how widely the results might vary. The question was: “Are 
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football (soccer) referees more likely to give red cards to players with dark 
skin than to players with light skin?”  Not surprisingly, the results did vary 
widely, although everyone found some effect, that is, that darker skinned 
players were more likely to receive a red card.  

In 2021, Auspurg and Brüder published a paper with an alternative 
theory and analysis of the earlier data. Instead of starting with an analysis of 
the data while assuming the obviousness of the questions, they began with 
the question, pointing out that those 29 teams assumed one of four 
different questions rather than one. One question is literal: Is there a mean 
or average difference between light and dark-skinned players in the risk of 
a red card? Researchers call this a bivariate question—there are two 
variables: skin tone and red cards, and we can count these.   

A second way to interpret the question is that it is about 
discrimination/racial bias and whether one’s skin tone causes harsher 
penalties, all else equal, as they put it, including player’s position, minutes 
played, and the baseline rate at which players commit fouls. Third, some 
researchers focused on whether “… skin tone is among the explaining 
factors” (p. 4) rather than whether it is a cause. Finally, some researchers 
deliberately chose exploratory methods, sometimes unusual and 
idiosyncratic, wanting to increase the variability of the methods.  
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Auspurg and Brüder chose to answer question two. They used “model 
specification,” which is a fancy research term for identifying the variables 
that are likely to influence the likelihood of assigning/receiving a red card 
and developing a plausible causal explanation. They suggested that the 
number of games played, age, height, weight, position, club, and number 
of games played affects the number of red cards received. They 
“controlled” for these variables, and what is left over is the size of the 
possible cause of racial discrimination leading to red cards. Using magic 
(just kidding), they generated 486 models, and the average size of the 
effect was 1.31, that is, darker skinned players are 1.31 times as likely to 
receive a red card.  

They suggest that first we want to carefully consider whether we 
understand the question. Like scientists, we are quick to dive into the work, 
but before we do that we might be better off thinking about what the 
challenge or question is and thinking about alternative interpretations. In 
our work, even if we are confident we are doing it right, if we cannot think 
of alternative approaches it is a sign we might need more thinking and 
more study. For example, how is it that so many of our work practices look 
similar across vast geographies and even cultures?  

Second, we might want to be sure we understand the context of 
specific situations before we rush into action. Do we know how good street 
outreach programs work? Can we identify all the possible influences? Do 
we know enough about who the young people and the professional staff 
are and how they interact? Have we carefully read the best descriptions of 
the work and do we know about the range of possible outreach 
approaches? Can we explain a plausible causal connection between our 
work and a more interesting, caring, healthier quality of life? Has anyone 
done this before?  
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Finally, to ask better questions we have to know what methods are 
available. Researchers too often see everything as a nail, because the only 
tool they have is a hammer. Here too we want to know about the variety of 
approaches used historically and currently. Practitioners too may have a 
limited number of skills in their repertoire, and every youth and every youth 
problem then looks similar.  

It’s a big world, and we want to invite that big world into our practices 
and our questions. Let’s ask better questions, and let us continue to 
develop our practices.   
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Owning It 
 

Hans Skott-Myhre 
 

 
ometimes apparently good news is more complicated than you 
think. Here in the second decade of the 21st century, the world we 
live in is so full of contradictions, antagonisms, and oxymoronic 

formulations that our ability to draw a straight line from one point to the 
other is often extremely difficult. Part of the reason for this is that the 
discourses of our time are saturated with layer after layer of sheer 
perversity. That is to say that meanings emerge and dissolve at such speed 
as to make us dizzy as we attempt to discern what might actually make 
sense. We are lied to, and lie to ourselves, in stories that tangle and 
untangle, unravel and spin, cast webs that dissolve upon contact, and 
weave tales so full of holes as to become invisible upon any kind of close 
examination. In short, our ability to reason is profoundly impacted by what 
Spinoza would call the superstitions of our time. 

One of those superstitions is the belief that we can escape the 
consequences of our history through partial or complete refusal. In other 
words, that we can rewrite the past in such a way as to step aside from any 
accountability we might have here in the present. We can act as though 
we have the innocence that is sufficient to go on as though we have a full 
right to everything we can accumulate and own. That whatever brought us 
to this point of enfranchisement is simply an act of grace, in which we are 
gifted by whatever divine force to live the life we have. In this way of 
thinking, we don’t have any real responsibility to the past, but perhaps 
more importantly, we have little or no responsibility to how we are 
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producing the present either. And oddly enough, this kind of dissimulation 
makes the future utterly opaque, in terms of how our current mode of life 
might shape the world for future generations. 

There is a moment in Antonio Negri’s book Art and the Multitude, 
where he is writing to his former comrades who had been involved in 
revolutionary activity in Italy in the 1970’s. The revolution has failed, and he 
is writing from prison where he has been sentenced to serve time for an 
assassination he didn’t commit. Negri notes that his comrades have 
become dispirited about the failure of the revolt and the way in which Italy 
and the world have succumbed to capitalist values. His comrades are 
bemoaning the inherent injustice of the failure of their revolutionary 
project and expressing cynicism about the state of things and how the 
future is unfolding. Negri admonishes them for their idealism and reminds 
them that, as revolutionaries, there is no room for idealistic visions of what 
could have been. He argues that he and his comrades created the 
revolution, and it was their tactics and strategies that led to its failure. He 
tells them that, as Marxists, it is essential that their actions be dealt with on 
strictly materialistic terms.   

He reminds them that, according to Marx, we create the conditions of 
the world in which we live. If we have created a world with which we are 
dissatisfied, it is up to us to create a new world, not bemoan an ideal world 
that never existed. This is the basis of the struggle for new worlds and new 
peoples. The future must be founded and rooted in the actuality of current 
material conditions. We must be accountable to the effects of our actions, 
both in their failure as well as their success. There is no room for stepping 
aside from the accountability we have, to continue to act in ways that 
change the world as it is now, not as we wish it to be or as we imagine it 
was. 

https://www.amazon.com/Art-Multitude-Antonio-Negri-dp-0745649009/dp/0745649009/ref=mt_other?_encoding=UTF8&me=&qid=1637158398
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This insistence on accountability to the actuality of the world as it is, is 
consistent with Negri’s larger political project that sources its materials, 
both physical and intellectual, from the world as it is lived and produced 
now. There is no nostalgia for a past world, nor any denial of the depth of 
struggle to be engaged in cobbling together the elements of life around us 
into configurations of a world to come. Nothing should be discarded that 
could be turned to revolutionary purpose. This is not a call, however, to 
deny our history. Instead, it is a reminder that our history is never lived in 
the past. We create our history as we live its effects in the present. In that 
sense, how we articulate and account for the effects of history now is what 
matters.  

I was reminded of this, when I heard a Ted Talk by Indigenous activist 
Nikki Sanchez on decolonization. In her talk she tells us that, for settlers, 
“this history is not your fault, but it is your responsibility.” Obviously, the 
current generation of settlers were not there during what was arguably the 
most brutal periods of genocide and land theft. But we are here now as 
beneficiaries of land theft, slavery, and the attempted erasure of 
Indigenous peoples. Our current way of life is saturated with the blood of 
those our ancestors enslaved, killed, robbed, and marginalized to the 
hardest and most desolate fringes of the land we stole. As Negri points out, 
we must take a full accounting of the current effects of our history. What 
level of suffering and hardship still endures as the legacy of settler actions? 
History is never in the past. It is always created over and over in every 
moment of the present in both material and ideological terms. The 
brutality of our past actions is only matched by the brutality of our current 
levels of denial.  

As it happens, I live in the part of the world where the ethnic cleansing 
of Indigenous people from the east coast, of what is now commonly known 

https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/insurgencies
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QP9x1NnCWNY
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as the United States, began. Just down the road is a beautiful nature 
reserve called McIntosh Reserve. It is named after the Indigenous chief, 
slave holder, and early capitalist William McIntosh Jr. In 1825, McIntosh 
signed the second treaty of Indian Springs which sold all Creek land in 
Georgia and Alabama to the state of Georgia. The sale was against tribal 
law. Indeed, any land sale of Creek land was a capital offense, McIntosh was 
assassinated for the sale, but it went forward, and the Creek people were 
relocated initiating what came to be known as the trail of tears.  

The trail of tears today would be called ethnic cleansing. Under 
President Andrew Jackson, all Indigenous people were forcibly relocated to 
the Oklahoma Territory against their will and without any legal recourse. 
The supreme court ruled Jackson’s action illegal, but he proceeded 
nonetheless. This ethnic cleansing of Georgia allowed for settlers to make 
the land claims that laid the foundation for the expansion of slavery and 
the plantation economy that followed. It is a shameful and bloody history 
without which no one living in Georgia today could have the way of life we 
now enjoy. 

It is one of many perversities, that on this ethnically cleansed land, the 
descendants of settlers have named so many places and communities with 
mispronounced and misunderstood Indigenous names. Equally appalling 
is the naming of Atlanta’ baseball team, the “Braves,” complete with 
stadiums of settler descendants making mockery of Indigenous chants 
and doing the “tomahawk chop” on the very land that was stolen and 
ethnically cleansed. It is a savage repudiation of any form of accountability, 
however symbolic, for a brutal and ignominious history.  

To be so willfully and publicly oblivious is stunning. Of course, this sort of 
performance is not limited to the American South or even the United 
States. The settler capacity for an infinitude of acts of aggressive denial is a 
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daily occurrence across the landscape of global capitalism. Such acts may 
appear to have no discernable effect on the inheritors of the settler legacy. 
After all, the beat of global capital beats strongly in the hearts of its 
subjects. As settlers, we are quite attached to what was stolen on our 
behalf. We are fierce in our sense of ownership and entitlement. 

That said, I do worry that every act of willful denial and coded 
celebration of genocide has a corrosive effect on the spirit of settler people. 
In a way, over hundreds of years it has little by little hollowed us out. We are 
in many ways the Hollow Men of T.S. Elliot’s poem, 

 
Shape without form, shade without colour, 
Paralysed force, gesture without motion; 
. . . 
 Remember us-if at all-not as lost 
 Violent souls, but only 
 As the hollow men 

  
It is precisely this hollowness that the foundations of CYC in 

phenomenology and existentialism was designed to remediate. These 
philosophies at the heart of humanistic psychology focused on the 
encounter between living subjects as an invigorating exchange intended 
to awaken our common interests and the power of transformational 
investments of mutual and reciprocal care. Regrettably, the initial political 
impetus of figures such as Sartre, with his warnings of bad faith, were 
largely betrayed by psychological investments in self-actualization, rather 
than social revolution. A kind of narcissistic investiture of self-care replaced 
what Sartre called for in owning the actions that form our life and our 
world. We might surmise that his intentions were far greater than 

https://allpoetry.com/the-hollow-men
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becoming a well-cared for bourgeois consumer of psychotherapy and self-
help. Indeed, the project of the radical figures that informed the 
foundations of CYC was centered on taking a profound accountability for 
creation of the world. Of course, this can all be minimized into more 
digestible pablum that mistakes accountability for consequences and 
existential crisis for mental illness. 

There is little doubt in my mind that such thinking is leading us down 
the path to social, cultural, and physical suicide. As a citizenry saturated in 
the logic of global capitalism, we carry with us a socially encoded cultural 
DNA that shapes our thinking in profoundly dangerous patterns. Certainly, 
one of the more perverse modes of thought that permeates what we 
might call the settler unconscious is the idea of ownership. The belief that 
it is possible to own the soil, the forests, rivers, mountains, crops, buildings, 
and even each other, has been central to the settler project. Without it, 
capitalism would not exist and slavery, ethnic cleansing, and land theft 
would be impossible. Property ownership is an idea deeply rooted in the 
settler perception of the world and our place in it. Perversely it even shapes 
our methods of repatriation and reconciliation. 

 I mentioned at the beginning of this piece that in our current society 
even good news can be complicated. This is certainly true when we apply 
settler logic to projects ostensibly rooted in social justice. I was reminded of 
this, when I saw a recent story about an African American family (the Bruce 
family) who purchased a tract of ocean front property in Los Angeles in 1912 
in order to provide a beach front resort for Black families. From the 
beginning they were harassed by the Klu Klux Klan and their white 
neighbors, until the city of Los Angeles seized the land through a process 
of imminent domain in 1924. In 2021, the City of Los Angeles returned the 
land to the descendants of the original African American family. The 

https://abcnews.go.com/US/california-beach-seized-black-family-1924-set-returned/story?id=77191841
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decision was hailed as a victory for socially just repatriation. After the vote 
by the city council LA County District supervisor Janice Hahn stated that 

 
When I realized that the county now had ownership of the 
Bruce's original property, I felt there was nothing else to do but 
give the property back to the direct descendants of Willa and 
Charles Bruce . . . I hope that other cities, other counties, and 
other states will see what we are doing here . . . And I hope that 
they will be inspired to look at their own histories and identify 
opportunities to begin to repair and make amends for injustices 
like these. 

 
Of course, this sounds wonderful. But I would argue that it is saturated 

in colonial settler logic about land ownership. The land can’t be given by 
the county, because the county never owned it. The land was never ceded 
to the United States by Indigenous treaty. It was appropriated from Mexico 
who inherited it from the colonial incursions of the Spanish. The history 
here is complex and is full of attempts at ethnic cleansing and genocide. In 
the end, however, the fact remains that the land was stolen before it was 
sold to the Bruce family and then stolen back from them before being 
returned. Before we can accept the justice of Bruce family land 
repatriation, we must understand that it obscures an older injustice.  

In this one example we can see layer upon layer of settler brutality that 
extends over hundreds of years, disenfranchises Indigenous and Black 
people, and then erases one set of injustices in order to attempt to address 
another. The one thing that is not addressed in this story is the question of 
whether the land can be owned at all. There is never a question as to 
whether the governance structures of settler ownership are foundationally 
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illegitimate. The assumption is that the land is owned and therefore can be 
transacted. Nowhere in this attempt at repatriation are Indigenous peoples 
consulted or even mentioned. They are once again ethnically cleansed 
through omission. 

Of course, we as CYC workers and scholars are subject to similar modes 
of erasure and omission. Our work is saturated with implied and overt 
notions of ownership of our bodies, our programs, our institutions, our field, 
our writings, and so on. We implicitly and explicitly indoctrinate the young 
people in our care in the narcissistic investments of self care and an almost 
fierce ownership of identity and personal property. I would suggest that if 
we seriously mean to do the complex and nuanced work of socially just 
practice, we might begin with an examination of the foundational logic of 
the settler project in private property and ownership. Until and unless we 
do, our work will be at best incomplete and at worst foundationally corrupt. 

 

HANS SKOTT-MYHRE is a regular writer for CYC-Online. He is a Professor of Social Work 
and Human Services at Kennesaw State University in Georgia (USA). He may be reached 
at hskottmy@kennessaw.edu 
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From Our Archives 

Peter Principles 
 
 

r. Laurence Johnston Peter (September 16, 1919 – January 12, 1990) 
was an educator and “hierarchiologist", best known to the general 
public for the formulation of the Peter Principle. He was born in 

Vancouver, British Columbia, and began his career as a teacher in 1941. He 
received the degree of Doctor of Education from Washington State 
University in 1963. 

In 1964, Peter moved to California, where he became an Associate 
Professor of Education, Director of the Evelyn Frieden Centre for 
Prescriptive Teaching, and Coordinator of Programs for Emotionally 
Disturbed Children at the University of Southern California. 

He became widely famous in 1969, on the publication of The Peter 
Principle, in which he states:  

 
“In a hierarchy, every employee tends to rise to his level of 
incompetence ... in time every post tends to be occupied by an 
employee who is incompetent to carry out its duties ... Work is 
accomplished by those employees who have not yet reached 
their level of incompetence."  

 
The Peter Principle became one of the most profound principles of 

management from the University of Southern California. It is a heavily 
quoted principle at the Marshall School of Business. 

D 
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Another notable quotation of his is that the “noblest of all dogs is the 
hot-dog; it feeds the hand that bites it." (See below for more “Peterisms") 

From 1985 to his death in 1990, Dr. Peter attended and was involved in 
management of the Kinetic Sculpture Race in Humboldt County, California. 
He proposed an award for the race, titled “The Golden Dinosaur Award" 
which has been handed out every year since to the first sculptural machine 
to utterly break down immediately after the start. 

 

The Peter Principle 
The Peter Principle was formulated by Dr. Laurence J. Peter and 

Raymond Hull in their 1969 book The Peter Principle, a humorous treatise 
which also introduced the “salutary science of hierarchiology", 
“inadvertently founded" by Peter. It holds that in a hierarchy, members are 
promoted so long as they work competently. Sooner or later they are 
promoted to a position at which they are no longer competent (their “level 
of incompetence"), and there they remain, being unable to earn further 
promotions. This principle can be modelled and has theoretical validity.[1] 
Peter's Corollary states that “in time, every post tends to be occupied by an 
employee who is incompetent to carry out their duties" and adds that 
“work is accomplished by those employees who have not yet reached their 
level of incompetence". 

 

Overview 
The Peter Principle is a special case of a ubiquitous observation: 

anything that works will be used in progressively more challenging 
applications until it fails. This is “The Generalized Peter Principle". It was 
observed by Dr. William R. Corcoran in his work on corrective action 
programs at nuclear power plants. He observed it applied to hardware, e.g., 
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vacuum cleaners as aspirators, and administrative devices such as the 
“Safety Evaluations" used for managing change. There is much temptation 
to use what has worked before, even when it may exceed its effective 
scope. Dr. Peter observed this about humans. 

In an organizational structure, the Peter Principle's practical application 
allows assessment of the potential of an employee for a promotion based 
on performance in the current job; i.e., members of a hierarchical 
organization eventually are promoted to their highest level of competence, 
after which further promotion raises them to incompetence. That level is 
the employee's “level of incompetence" where the employee has no 
chance of further promotion, thus reaching their career's ceiling in an 
organization. 

The employee's incompetence is not necessarily exposed as a result of 
the higher-ranking position being more difficult “simply, that job is 
different from the job in which the employee previously excelled, and thus 
requires different work skills, which the employee may not possess. For 
example, a factory worker's excellence in their job can earn them 
promotion to manager, at which point the skills that earned them their 
promotion no longer apply to their job. 

Thus, “work is accomplished by those employees who have not yet 
reached their level of incompetence". 
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Solutions 
One way that organizations can avoid this effect is by having a policy 

that requires termination of employment should they fail to attain a 
promotion after a certain amount of time. Even in instances where an 
employee can handle their current job but fail to do any better, they can 
still cause harm within the company, by way of preventing those beneath 
them with higher potential of moving up, as well as lowering morale once 
such employees become aware of this fact. The United States Military for 
instance requires that certain ranks be held for no longer than a set 
amount of time, a lack of compliance of which could render grounds for 
dismissal. 

Another method is to refrain from promoting a worker until they show 
the skills and work habits needed to succeed at the next higher job. Thus, a 
worker is not promoted to managing others if they do not already display 
management abilities. 

The first corollary is that employees who are dedicated to their current 
jobs should not be promoted for their efforts (like The Dilbert Principle), for 
which they might, instead, receive a pay increase. 

The second corollary is that employees might be promoted only after 
being sufficiently trained to the new position. This places the burden of 
discovering individuals with poor managerial capabilities before (as 
opposed to after) they are promoted. 

Peter pointed out that a class, or caste (social stratification) system is 
more efficient at avoiding incompetence. Lower-level competent workers 
will not be promoted above their level of competence as the higher jobs 
are reserved for members of a higher class. “The prospect of starting near 
the top of the pyramid will attract to the hierarchy a group of brilliant 
[higher class] employees who would never have come there at all if they 
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had been forced to start at the bottom". Thus the hierarchies “are more 
efficient than those of a classless or egalitarian society". 

In a similar vein, some real-life organizations recognize that technical 
people may be very valuable for their skills but poor managers, and so 
provide parallel career paths allowing a good technical person to acquire 
pay and status reserved for management in most organizations. 

Pluchino et al. used an agent-based modelling approach to simulate 
the promotion of employees and tested alternative strategies. Although 
counter-intuitive, they found that the best way to improve efficiency in an 
enterprise is to promote people randomly, or to shortlist the best and the 
worst performer in a given group, from which the person to be promoted is 
then selected randomly. This work has won the 2010 Ig Nobel Prize in 
management science. 

Another technique for overcoming the effects of the Peter Principle can 
be found in the use of Contractors (for example in the IT industry). IT 
contractors are selected for their relevant experience, supported by recent 
references, and are usually taken on for short periods (up to 6 months at a 
time, with renewals if competent). If incompetence is detected, they can be 
easily laid off (e.g. by simply not renewing their contract). 

The contractor is not a part of the hierarchy, is not usually eligible for 
promotion, and is well remunerated and thus content with the contracted 
position. 

 

Hierarchiology 
Along with the Peter Principle, Dr. Peter also coined “hierarchiology" as 

the social science concerned with the basic principles of hierarchically 
organized systems in the human society. 
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“Having formulated the Principle, I discovered that I had 
inadvertently founded a new science, hierarchiology, the study of 
hierarchies. The term hierarchy was originally used to describe 
the system of church government by priests graded into ranks. 
The contemporary meaning includes any organization whose 
members or employees are arranged in order of rank, grade or 
class. Hierarchiology, although a relatively recent discipline, 
appears to have great applicability to the fields of public and 
private administration.” – Dr. Laurence J. Peter and Raymond 
Hull, The Peter Principle: Why Things Always Go Wrong 

 

Impact on popular culture 
Although humorous, Peter's book contains many real-world examples 

and thought-provoking explanations of human behavior. For example, he 
pointed out that Adolf Hitler was a consummate and superb politician due 
especially to his charisma and oratorical skills but reached his “level of 
incompetence" as commander-in-chief of the Wehrmacht because of the 
rigidity of his decision making (not allowing retreats when necessary 
according to the tactical situation). Similar observations on incompetence 
can be found in the Dilbert cartoon series (such as The Dilbert Principle), 
the movie Office Space, and the television shows The Office and 30 Rock. In 
particular, the Dilbert Principle seems to be an extension to the Peter 
Principle. According to the Peter Principle, the subject has been 
competent at some job in his past. The Dilbert Principle attempts to 
explain how a person who has never been competent at anything at any 
point in time can still be promoted into management. Of course, both the 
Peter Principle and the Dilbert Principle may be operating in the same 
organization at the same time. 
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Earlier version 
The same experience was described as early as 1767 by Gotthold 

Ephraim Lessing in his comedy Minna von Barnhelm as follows: “To 
become something more than a sergeant! I do not think of that. I am a 
good sergeant; I might easily make a bad captain, and certainly a worse 
general.” In the German original, this personal statement is followed by the 
generalization “Die Erfahrung hat man” (People made this experience) 
omitted in the translation quoted. 

 

Some Peterisms 
 

“If a cluttered desk is the sign of a cluttered mind, what is the significance 
of a clean desk?” 
 
“Speak when you are angry – and you'll make the best speech you'll ever 
regret.” 
 
“There are two kinds of failures: those who thought and never did, and 
those who did and never thought.” 
 
“If you don't know where you are going, you will probably end up 
somewhere else.” 
 
"A man doesn't know what he knows until he knows what he doesn't 
know.” 
 
“Expert: a man who makes three correct guesses consecutively.” 
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“Psychiatry enables us to correct our faults by confessing our parents' 
shortcomings.” 
 
“When in doubt or danger, run in circles, scream and shout.” 
 
“Facts are stubborn things, but statistics are more pliable.” 
 
"Equal opportunity means everyone will have a fair chance at being 
incompetent.” 
 
“Against logic there is no armor like ignorance.” 
 
“Some problems are so complex that you have to be highly intelligent and 
well informed just to be undecided about them.” 
 
“Competence, like truth, beauty, and contact lenses, is in the eye of the 
beholder.” 
 
“There are two kinds of egotists: Those who admit it, and the rest of us.” 
 
“Originality is the fine art of remembering what you hear but forgetting 
where you heard it.” 
 
“Bureaucracy defends the status quo long past the time when the quo 
has lost its status.” 
 
“Heredity is what sets the parents of a teenager wondering about each 
other.” 
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“In a hierarchy, every employee tends to rise to his level of incompetence.” 
 
“A pessimist is a man who looks both ways when he crosses the street.” 
 
“If two wrongs don't make a right, try three.” 
 
“The man who says he is willing to meet you halfway is usually a poor 
judge of distance.” 
 
“The only problems money can solve are money problems” 
 
“A censor is a man who knows more than he thinks you ought to.” 
 
“As a matter of fact, is an expression that precedes many an expression 
that isn't.” 
 
“It is wise to remember that you are one of those who can be fooled some 
of the time.” 
 
“Committees have become so important nowadays that subcommittees 
have to be appointed to do the work.” 
 
“A man convinced against his will is not convinced.” 
 
 

This piece was originally published in CYC-Online, 141, November 2010 
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Postcard from Leon Fulcher 
 

From Te Urewera, New Zealand’s First Legal Entity Persona 
 
 

 
ia Ora 
Kotou 
Katoa and 

Warm Greetings 
child and youth 
care workers of the 
world! As this Covid 
Pandemic 
continues, and very 
few people are 
flying New Zealand 
is mostly coming 
out of lockdown by 
early December. However, where we live, the Tuhoe people have decided 
that Te Urewera will remain closed, with no access to Lake Waikaremoana 
or its Great Walk for 8 weeks. 

A central feature of the Treaty of Waitangi negotiations with Te Iwi 
Maori involved reparations and the regaining of governorship over tribal 
lands and financial redress for historic wrongs. Te Urewera is the largest 
rainforest in New Zealand’s North Island, spanning 2,127 sq km of rugged 
hill country, with vast blue-green lakes and fast-running, north-flowing 
rivers. In 2014, a world-first law brought an end to government ownership 

K 

 
Welcome to Te Urewera, Her Personhood and Home of 

the Children of the Mist 
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of Te Urewera 
National Park and 
recognised the 
rainforest as its 
own legal entity 
and the Tūhoe 
people as its legal 
guardians. 

Today, the 
Tūhoe people – 
who number 
approximately 
40,000, with 
about 7,000 living in Te Urewera’s river valleys and bush clearings – are 
legally responsible for care of the rainforest. They protect the precious site 
through an ancient Maori practice known as kaitiakitanga, which can 
roughly be 
translated as 
“guardianship”, 
managing the 
environment 
based on a Māori 
worldview. 

Kaitiakitanga 
involves 
understanding 
close connections 
between people 

 
Native bush is a key feature of the Te Urewera 

Persona 

 
The Tuhoe People are known as The Children of the 

Mist 
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and nature, seeing 
people as part of 
the natural world 
and protecting the 
mauri, or life force 
of the forests, rivers 
and lakes under 
their care. On a 
day-to-day level, it 
includes 
monitoring the 
health of the forest, 
lakes and rivers 
through 
observation and 
data collection, 
native tree 
planting, 
controlling pests 
such as possums 
and deer and 
maintaining the 
health of important 
fish stocks such as 
river eels. 

Tribal Leader, 
Tamati Kruger says Tuhoe are asking people to completely change their 
approach when they visit Te Urewera. Instead of seeing nature as a set of 

 
Hine-pukohu-rangi or The Mist Maiden is a feature of 

Te Urewera Rainforest 

 
Te Urewera Rainforest has many streams and lakes in 

her personn 
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discrete resources to be managed and used, we’re asking people to see Te 
Urewera as a living system that others depend on for survival, culture, 
recreation, and inspiration. It’s about relating to Te Urewera as its own 
identity in a physical, environmental, cultural, and spiritual sense. 

The Lake 
Waikaremoana 
Great Walk has 
now been declared 
off limits while 
Tuhoe work to get 
vaccination rates 
up amongst their 
own people. Maori 
vaccination rates 
across the country 
are lower than 
other population 
groups, and rural 
Maori are particularly vulnerable - present-day reminders of the 1918 
Spanish Flu pandemic. Anxiety levels have been heightened further by the 
discovery of an active Covid case at Waimana, a village on the northeast 
boundary of Te Urewera. 

Te Urewera and Lake Waikaremoana now remain closed until 22 
January, a week before schools return for the start of their 2022 academic 
year. The annual Lake Waikaremoana Fishing and Boating Association 
Family Fishing Competition has been formally cancelled. And all other Lake 
Waikaremoana fishermen and women, like me, have to wait - or go 
elsewhere. We will wait. 

 
Papakorito Falls is one of many waterfalls scattered 

throughout Te Urewera 
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Some may not be 
surprised to learn that 
there have been early 
learning tensions within 
the new Te Urewera 
joint governance body 
that manages  what 
was formerly the 
Urewera National Park, 
managed by the 
Department of 
Conservation. That 
body, now with 
majority Tuhoe 
representatives, has 
been challenged to 
consider how the Great 
Walk and its Huts were 
not in good order when 
Tuhoe took over 
management. This 
means that caring for 
the Te Urewera 
Persona parallels child 
and youth care practice in so many ways, especially the ‘hanging in’ 
characteristic! Take care!  

 
 

 
Lake Waikaremoana is the Jewel in the Te 

Urewera Persona’s Crown 

 
Closed ‘til 22 January 2022 & Budget 

Reconciliation between Tuhoe & Conservation 
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