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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines how the parents of boys experience the youth justice 

systern. It is a phenomenological inquiry conducted in the Capital Regional 

District of British Columbia. Based on the author's background as a youth 

probation officer, the study suggests that the difficult task of parenting a 

young offender is made more onerous by the societal tendency to blame 

parents, the faulty-parenting paradigm. This tendency is institutionalized in 

our laws, and is apparent in the literature and the crime control trend 

manifested in parental responsibility faws. Apart from being blamed, 

parents are for the most part left out of both youth justice literature and 

meaningful participation in the youth justice system itself. 

Blaming parents is demonstrated to be both unfair and unhelpful. The 

literature demonstrates that the faulty parenting paradigm takes no account 

of parenting in difficult circumstances, of the understudied effect of children 

on their parents, nor the structural and legal constraints that impact upon 

parents. Also left out are the best practice considerations of support and 

empowerment. The author proposes a structural social work framework to 

both analyse and address this issue. 

The research presents the results of interviews with ten parents with past 

encounters with the youth justice system, chronicling their experiences of 

stress and loss, the work of coping, and the difficult aspects of the system. 

The author calls for a renewed debate on youth justice that takes account 

of parental experience, and challenges the proposed Youth Criminal Justice 

Act. Proposals are made for systemic change to facilitate enhanced 

parental support and ernpowerment based on the community change 

mode1 of youth justice. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

A mother stands alone in the hallway of the local courthouse, waiting for the 

Judge to decide whether or not to release her son, who has committed his 

third Break & Enter. Beyond being asked if she will have hirn home, she is 

not consulted about his fate. She worries about him going to jail, and about 

hirn returning home. She wovies about missing work this morning, the 

smaller paycheque that will result, and the boss's warning regarding tjme 

off for "family problems". She wonders whether the case will be called in 

time to pick up the younger one from kindergarten. She feels the indignity 

as male lawyers and court oficials, strangers, discuss intimate details of 

her family within earshot of passersby. She doesn't know what to Say, or to 

whorn, because she is here alone. She feels mixed pangs of anger and 

regret, to wards the father who isn 't there, for the family ideal that once was. 

Although the circumstances are different for every parent whose child 

appears in court, the scenario fictionalized above is not uncommon. This 

mother stands poweriess. unsupported, and constrained by the realities of 

how both her own life and the society she lives in are structured. Her mixed 

feelings of anger and sadness mingle with shame and guilt, intensifying her 

sense of isolation. 

The intent of this research project is to get closer to the lived expenence of 

people such as this mother. and other parents whose sons are in trouble 



with the law. I write from the standpoint of a social worker with twenty years 

experience in youth probation work, having seen too many afready 

distressed parents leave courthouses feeling even more dejected. 1 write 

also from the perspective that change in this situation is both desirable and 

possible, and that meaningful change must take into account the views and 

expertise of parents. Finally, I write with hope and expectation that a youth 

justice system more attuned and sensitive to the experience of parents will 

be more effective in dealing with the complex social problem of youth 

crime. 

This introductory chapter provides the background and relevance of the 

research topic, from both personal and societal perspectives, and outlines 

the focus of study. 

Personal lnterest 

A colleague once rernarked that he would willingly return to supervising 

young offenders if he could somehow avoid dealing with their parents. His 

sentiment summed up the reality that youth probation officers spend as 

much time and energy in certain cases dealing with the parents of their 

clients as with the young people themselves. Relationships between 

parents and probation officers can be awkward for both parties for a 

number of reasons, which this paper will document. 



The extra work for probation officers to deal with parents was recognized in 

the British Columbia Corrections Branch Staff Planning Technique. This 

workload measurement tool allocated 1.5 hours per month to contact with 

each adult on probation and 2.5 per youth, the additional hour refiecting 

time required for parental and school contacts. An informat suwey of youth 

probation officers confimed my view that parental contact is a significant 

part of their work. In recent years, I have corne to appreciate that the 

converse is also true. Contact with probation officers represents significant 

work for parents- 

My interest in leaming more about the parental perspective cornes from 

twenty years of observations as a youth probation officer, during which my 

understanding has gone through a significant transformation. In my early 

practice, in spite of viewing myself as an advocate for families, my 

prevailing theory was that a young offender was the product of his or her 

parents. This view held wide currency and was institutionalized in law 

through the Juvenile Delinquents Act (JDA), legislation in effect in Canada 

from 1908 until 1984, when it was replaced by the Young Offenders Act. In 

response to the many children left uncared-for through tum of the century 

urbanization, the JDA identified the Court and its officers as parental figures 

(Boyd, 1977). The United States youth probation model was also based on 

the doctrines of parens patriae and in loco parenfis, concepts handed down 

from medieval England that the state would stand in for inadequate parents 

(Schaffner, 1997). 



To a young probation officer, many parents did appear to be the source of 

their children's troubles and could be very difficult to work with. Some were 

struggling with addictions or other dysfunction, others had expectations that 

the Court system would correct fourteen years of child development gone 

awry. On the other side of the relationship, my colleagues and I were often 

overloaded with work, had limited resources to draw upon, and had a wide 

variance in skill and training with which to handle cornplex situations. We 

often functioned as unloved intermediaries between the confiicting interests 

of parents. teens, the community, the court and our beleaguered public 

sector employer. 

Years of experience, including my own evolution as a step-parent and 

father, brought about a new perspective. 1 encountered parents who felt 

blamed or guilty for their child's illegal behaviour, or frustrated and angered 

by the machinations of a legal system affording them little voice and few 

rights. Others felt thwarted in their effort to seek help for a troubled 

youngster, or overwhelmed by the range of officiais and professionals 

encountered. Many appeared isolated by the fact of their circumstances 

and the difficulty of interacting with a powerful system, a system that could 

take charge but did not always deliver. Of course, many patents also 

expressed feelings of satisfaction. relief, and gratitude for the support and 

expertise extended to assist them and their child. 



Through meeting parents and hearing their stones, I came to view 

parenting as a journey, with adolescence perhaps the rockiest part. 1 also 

came to appreciate that most people were managing as best they could, 

given their circumstances, and that some young people would challenge 

the parenting skills of a saint! My role as a probation officer evolved into 

being with families during critica! parts of their joumey and supporting 

parents and teens in the re-establishment of healthy boundaries. The 

challenge was to do so while also balancing the interest of the community 

in safety and reconciliation, and without abandoning my ability to recognize 

abuse and neglect when encountered. 

This perspective, coupled with a commitment to participation and 

empowerment developed through social work education and comrnunity 

development work, led to a renewed critical look at my practice and the 

system I worked within. 1 wondered about the connection between youth 

crime, isolated parents, and trends in the larger society and social systems. 

I also wondered what could change to provide better service for parents 

dealing with the youth justice system, and whether such change could 

assist their children's transition through adolescence. I had a number of 

ideas, based on specific suggestions from people I had worked with, but 

needed to get closer to the actual experience of affected parents prior to 

irnplementing new programs or practices. In the context of studies towards 

a Master of Social Work degree at the University of Victoria, I conducted a 



pilot project (Hillian, 1998), the results providing irnpetus for the current 

research. 

In 1998, 1 collected data from three parents and two support worken with 

experience of the youth justice systern. From their observations. it was 

clear that having a child involved with the law could be anxiety producing 

and constitute significant extra work for parents. Parents were also 

concemed about a lack of voice at different stages of the process, and the 

lack of resources, like respite, alternatives to custody, and the inequity of 

service provision to those in provincial care versus those not. The most 

frequently referenced word was "supportn, from the support of individual 

workers to the "life saving value of parent groups", as an antidote to the 

painful isolation of parenting a child who appeared out of control. 

It was also significant what some parents leamed through ongoing 

experience with the systern. Two parents expressed how they came to 

respect the court system and probation officers, while another rnother, 

whose experience with her son had been long and troubling, become 

outspoken the more fed-up she became. Through tackling the bamers of 

the system, she felt she had grown as a person. She had CO-authored a 

leafiet for parents first encountering youth court, and went on to participate 

in a court orientation program sponsored by the Youth Probation Office. 

Ristock and Pennell (1996) suggest that real understanding of how a 



system works sometimes cornes through trying to change it, an idea 

verified by this mother's expenence. 

My dialogue with parents yielded numerous insights. For example, parental 

anxiety can increase upon a youth's release from custody. In my 

experience, the system only considered the young person's perspective in 

ternis of release planning. Parents also had helpful suggestions for change, 

such as pre-court education and collaboration on court reports, issues the 

system could attend to without major resource implications. Larger issues 

pertaining to resources and court processes are more cornplex, but might 

be addressed through parent-probation officer collaboration. 

The job description of probation offices in British Columbia includes a 

community development role, something that unfortunately has diminished 

over the years with workload pressure and public sector cutbacks. Still, it 

seems from a parental perspective that collaboration is a real possibility, 

and I hope this research initiative will encourage more probation officers to 

work in that direction. That is only one of the possibilities that may emerge 

from pursuing additional research to leam about parental experience. 

Focus of Research 

The review of acadernic literature presented in subsequent chapters makes 

it apparent that several themes are at play in the relationship between 

parents and the youth justice systern. First, it is evident that this is an 



under-researched area, both in terms of the link between parenting and 

juvenile offending, and regarding knowledge about the impact on parents 

and families whose children are going through the system. Second, 

existing research indicates that many of the programs designed to assist 

young offenders and their families leave out parental considerations. This is 

despite the evidence of enhanced participation by such parents when 

prograrns acknowledge their adult concerns. 

A third theme is the existence in our society of a faulty-parenting paradigm. 

a common point of view that situates youth crime as an individual problem 

and leaves parents feeling isolated, blamed and excluded from decision- 

making. In conjunction with the crime-control approach to young offenders 

currently prevalent, an approach emphasizing public protection through 

harsher punishment. the phenomenon of blaming parents has the effect of 

distracting attention from structural issues in society. These structural 

issues, such as the impact of poverty, lack of housing and poor access to 

education and training, have a relationship to youth crime and should not 

be ignored (Corrado. 1994; Hackler, 2000; Reitsma-Street, 1994; 

Schaffner, 1997). 

The objectives of my research were threefold: to add to the knowledge 

base in this area; to challenge the faulty-parenting paradigm; and to involve 

parents in the process of advocating for change based on their Iived 

experience. It is my belief that if parents feel mnnected and not isolated, 



supported as opposed to blamed, and empowered rather than excluded, 

there will be beneficial effects for them and their children as they encounter 

the youth justice system. One of those beneffls might be enhanced 

opportunity for collaboration between parents and professionals in working 

for change. 

Experience has made it apparent that having a child on probation need not 

be totally disempowenng, and that probation officers as agents of the 

system occupy a key niche to either encourage or discourage that process. 

My focus, therefore, was to speak directly to parents about their experience 

with the youth justice system, engaging in a research dialogue that could 

bring about systemic change. My comrnitment was to raise the voices of 

parents in order that the professionals who run the youth justice system 

might hear them more clearly. 

Relevance of the Research 

I approached this study with the belief that a research project into parental 

experience might help to restore some balance in the ongoing discourse on 

youth crime. The project might illuminate new approaches to practice and 

provide impetus for policies to foster resource development, improved 

support mechanisms, and enhanced participation and empowerment of 

parents. It could also stimulate further interest and research into the 

realities of parenting young people who break the law. and might contribute 



to the training and development of probation officers and othen who work 

with families. In addition, many probation officen would likely benefit from 

hearing a parental assessment of what they are doing well and what they 

might improve upon. This would counter the negative feedback that often 

comes their way and reinforce good practice where it does exist. 

There has traditionally been a structural and perceptual divide between the 

role of youth probation officers and social workers in British Columbia. Prior 

to 1997, youth probation officers worked for the Corrections Branch of the 

Ministry of the Attorney General, while the Ministry of Social Services 

employed youth social worken. The social work profession in British 

Columbia has not generally recognized the extensive skill and expertise of 

probation officers beyond their role of social control. Similarly, probation 

officers have not considered themselves part of the social work community, 

even though many hold social work degrees. The 1997 inclusion of 

probation officers in the social worker-dominated Ministry for Children and 

Families may help to bridge that gap. As a probation officer who considers 

practice in the youth corrections field to be an important area of social work, 

I hope that this research initiative will also contribute to that process. 

Finally, it is my hope that giving a voice to parental experience will provide 

direct benefit to the participants and other parents whom this project 

reaches. That benefit rnay include some satisfaction that their voices are 



heard, as well as a continuation of the healing process in which they are 

engaged. 



CHAPTER TWO: CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide background and context to 

enhance understanding of parental experience with the youth justice 

system. The chapter begins with a brief history of the notions of childhood 

and parenting, working up to the cuvent situation of Canadian society. This 

discussion is premised on the assertion that concepts such as childhood 

and parenting are social constructs, in that their meaning is detemined by 

laws. customs and practices that change over time (Ambert, 1992; Anglin. 

1 999; Bala. 1981 ; Mackie, 1990). The concept of structural constraints is 

then introduced, leading into an expfanation of the faulty parenting 

paradigm. I challenge the paradigm and attempt to demonstrate how it 

discounts parental experiences, misses the impact of structural constraints, 

and leaves out important social work concepts around support and 

ernpowerrnent that would be more helpful to parents. 

The chapter includes an examination of the reality of parenting in difficult 

circumstances and a discussion of child effect, the little acknowledged 

impact of children on their parents. This offers a basis for considering the 

experience of the parents of young offenders in relation to other parents in 

general, and those facing major challenges in child-rearing in particular. 

Also discussed are the legal constraints that infonn parenting, specifically 

the Young Ofenders Act and British Columbia child protection laws. This 

legal context is developed further in chapter three, with an analysis of 



parental nghts and responsibilities in relation to the four models of youth 

justice. There is also a presentation of literature from the field highlighting 

various approaches to working with parents. The chapter ends with an 

explanation of structural social work, the value base from which I approach 

both this study and my practice. 

Historical Context 

In order to understand the context of parental experience, it is helpful to 

consider the history of parenting and childhood in western society. In early 

societies, child-raising was based on tradition and a model of unquestioned 

parental authority which mirrored the political relationship between the 

individual and the state (Dreikurs, 1964). In mediaeval times, childhood was 

generally viewed as a bnef state of full dependency, with the expectation 

that children would be fully integrated into most aspects of aduft life by age 

seven (Mackie, 1990). It was not unusual for children to be sent into 

servanthood, or even sold to pay family debts. High infant rnortality rates 

may have ternpered the attachment adults allowed themselves to feel 

towards children, and the killing of illegitimate children was one of the wont 

manifestations of the overall cruelty of the times (Mackie). Despite this, 

there was a strong sense of protecting orphans and of ensuring the survival 

of healthy children as future worken (Fanner 8 Owen, 1995). 

From the 14th to 17th century, a more idealized vision of childhood took 

hold with the ascendancy of the European bourgeoisie (Aries, 1954). 



Parenting manuals were prevalent, and the Christian concept of original sin 

led to an increased expectation that parents were responsible to mold their 

children's behaviour. primarily through physical punishment for misdeeds. 

Still, children were seen prirnarily as chattels, the property of adult males 

and an investment in their parent's old age (Mackie, 1990). Beyond the 

wealthy classes, the line between childhood and adulthood remained 

blurred and many children were living independently of their parents by 

their teens. 

The 18th century brought irnprovements in health care and lower rates of 

child mortality, resulting in increased emotional attachment by parents to 

children (Mackie, 1990). Formal schooling for wealthy young males became 

more prevalent, resulting in extended childhood for the privileged classes. 

The growth of rationalism promoted the belief that people were essentially 

good but could become cormpted by poor environments, and early social 

reforrners began to attribute child misbehaviour to the conditions in which 

they were raised. This view became more prevalent as the widespread 

social change frorn 19th century industrialization left many children uncared 

for and exploited for their labour. As previously noted, this trend in Canada 

was one factor bringing about the 1908 Juvenile Delinquent's Act (Boyd, 

1970). Concem over the abiiity of poor people to parent their children 

resulted in the advent of state sponsored institutional care, and interest in 

child welfare coincided with changes in family structure and social 

organization. 



As child labour was outlawed and education became increasingly available, 

more children remained at home throughout their educational years and the 

concept of adolescence developed as a distinct stage of life. In historical 

ternis, the parenting of adolescents is a feature of approximately the past 

hundred years. In addition, Ambert (1 992) wntends that adolescence is 

rnost distinctively a North Amencan phenomenon, connected to the 

dominant consumer ideology and mass marketing practices of American 

society . 

The past century has featured the growth of social sciences, the rise and 

fall of the welfare state, and legislation at the national and international 

levels, al1 influencing our concepts of parentchild relationships. Although 

govemments have assumed certain responsibilities for the protection of 

children, Famer and Owen (1995) suggest that we should not confuse 

parental care of children with public policy. They question the assumption 

of widespread cmelty to children prior to the advent of law, just as they do 

the satisfactory protection of children since laws have been enacted. This 

point is also ernphasized by Reitsma-Street (1 989-90) in her critique of both 

child welfare and juvenile justice legislation in the Canadian context. These 

authors point out that the enactment of laws is no remedy for the unequal 

distribution of resources underlying many of the social problems the laws 

are there to address. 



As society has bewme more cornplex. so too has parenting. Notions of 

equality and democracy have modified hierarchical structures in both 

society and the family, undenining the traditional authontarian basis of 

child rearing (Dreikurs, 1964). We have moved from an agrarian ewnomy 

and village society, to an information economy in the global village. and 

parenting has shifted from the private realm to an activity mnceptualized 

and scnitinized through a wide-angled public lens (Swift, 1995). 

One effect of universal education, industnalization and children's rights is 

that children in the developed worid no longer work alongside their parents 

from an eariy age (Ambert. 1992). Consequently, young people have less 

exposure to parental modeling and are more influenced by othen, including 

schools, television and peers. Ambert suggests that Our consumer society 

is creating children who are more peer-orïented earlier than even two 

decades ago. whiie children who were an economic resource to their 

parents in bygone eras are now a financial liability. 

The pre-dominance of market ideology and corresponding weakening of 

the social safety net. along with the high incidence of family breakdown 

during the past twenty years has also taken a toll (McQuaig. 1995). There 

are more young people in state care or on the street (MacLaurin. 2000). 

and child poverty has become a national disgrace. Youth crime has 

become a hot-button for media and the political right. who actively promote 

more severe crime control measures despite the actual downward crime 



trend (Bala, 1994; Corrado 8 Markvuart, 1994; Doob and Sprott, 1998). 

According to Mackie (1 990), many parents seem bewildered by the rate of 

change and the perils encountered as their children rnove through 

adolescence. He suggests that ambivalence and confusion now 

characterize the attitude of Canadians towards the place of chifdren in our 

society. 

This historical context demonstrates that changing social and economic 

conditions construct popular definitions of childhood, adolescence and 

parenting. These definitions in tum affect the relationships between parents 

and children. We now turn to a consideration of how societal structures can 

constrain parental efforts to cope. 

Structural Constraints 

Ambert (1992) writes that parent-child interactions take place within a 

societal context, with every society offenng "a set of structural constraints 

and opportunities as well as a cultural content that guides behaviour". 

(p.68) She puts foward an extensive list of societal factors, from adequate 

housing and income to quality schools, neighboumood safety, home 

support, and medical care. She includes mass media content, peer culture, 

and societal acceptance of gender equality and minority status parents and 

children. Ambert suggests that societal constraint, or in her words "social 

response adequacy" (p.71) is more significant for parents whose children 

present specific behavioural challenges. 



The structural constraints on parents in general are many and varied. with 

the effects of these constraints more pronounced depending on one's 

access to supportive resources. The mother in chapter one's opening 

example is constrained by her status in ternis of economics, gender, and 

other demographics, as well as by practical considerations such as the 

hours of operation of courts and social agencies. She is also constrained by 

the stigma attached to having a child in trouble with the law. and the 

expectation that she will manage on her own. 

According to Foucault (1980), prevailing discourse limits debate about 

youth crime to individual or family factors. The assumption is that the 

structures of society are correct, and crime is therefore the fault of the 

individual andlor their family. Critical theory tums this assumption around 

by examining how societal structures create inequality (Hall, Crichter, 

Jefferson, Clarke and Roberts. 1978). Youth crime can then be viewed as a 

function of inequality rather than individual blame. One glaringly obvious 

example is the disproportionate number of First Nations youth in custodial 

facilities in Canada. 

The Faulty Parentina Paradiam 

Foucault's (1980) analysis prompts consideration of structural factors Iike 

the material reality of people's lives, the existence of disadvantaged groups, 



and the ideas about crime and parenting that are reflected in the structure 

of our institutions. One such idea is the faulty parenting paradigm. The 

concept of paradigm is comrnonly understood as a widely held view that 

influences how people perceive the world and how society is organized. 

Critical theorists see paradigms functioning in the interests of those who 

rule, in that they are taken for granted and thereby disguise the ideological 

nature of societal structures (Mullaly, 1997). 

Mullaly (1997) argues that modem social work has two competing 

paradigms. The dominant one contends that cuvent society. although 

flawed, is the best we can do and should be preserved. Social problems 

are seen as individually based or connected to specific environmental 

factors, and the role of social work is to help individuals take advantage of 

available services or promote Iimited modification of institutions or policies. 

This conventional view is connected to liberal and neo-consewative politics, 

the dominant ideologies in North Amencan society which. despite their 

differences, both adhere to the fundamentals of our capitalist system. 

The competing minority paradigm sees social problerns as rooted in the 

structures of capitalism and calls for a transformation of society. This 

progressive or critical approach is more closely aligned with socialist or 

Mamist political ideology. Under this paradigm, social workers can point out 

the worsening state of social problems, including increasing poverty and the 



widening gap between rich and poor, and advocate structural change. 

According to Mullaly (1997), both capitalism and the weifare state have 

been in crisis since the early 1970s. The concept of paradigm helps social 

workers understand and deal with these crises by making visible the 

connections between different ideologies and social work practices. 

Awareness of these connections allows for consideration of alternatives to 

a dominant paradigm, which can then be seen as neither natural nor the 

inevitable product of an evolutionary process. 

The faulty parenting paradigm holds that children in trouble are the product 

of poor parenting, and that both the children and the parents should be held 

accountable. Writing about parent support and education programs. 

Halpern (1995) notes that "whatever the socially defined problems of 

children in a particular era, inadequate parenting has been implicated as a 

causal factor" (p.73). While finding that support programs reach out to help 

families more effectively than earlier models of human services, Halpern 

cautions that such programs represent Amencan society's ongoing 

tendency to define deep-seated social problems in a family context. This 

places the burden of change on those already under the most strain and 

therefore least able to affect change in their lives. Schaffner (1997) 

suggests that parenting is now being framed as a set of skills, and juvenile 

crime is depicted as emanating from families where those skills are lacking. 

She writes about court-ordered parenting classes for parents of young 



offenders as a manifestation of the trend towards blaming parents, 

suggesting that the youth justice system has expanded its war on crime to 

include a war on parents. 

The recent emergence of laws that hold parents responsible for the crimes 

of their children is evidence of Schaffner's (1997) description of a "waf 

against parents. Although most U.S. states hold parents Iiable civilly for the 

acts of their children, since 1988 seventeen states have imposed additional 

criminal liability wherein parents judged to be not properly supervising 

children are fined and even jailed (McNaught, 1998). Rhode Island and 

Texas have passed laws requiring parents to participate in their children's 

comrnunity sewice work, and Alabama fines parents who fail to ensure their 

child's compliance with probation terrns. California courts can impose fines 

up to $2500 and up to a year in prison for culpable parents. In other 

extreme examples, Idaho, Indiana and New Hampshire have laws requiring 

parents to pay for their child's incarceration, with Indiana and Kentucky also 

imposing the cost of adjudication on parents (McNaught, 1998). 

In Canada, Manitoba passed Bill 58, the Parental Responsibility Act in 

1996, and Ontario unveiled similar legislation in April of 2000 (Murphy, 

2000). These legislative initiatives allow individuals to sue parents for 

damages in civil court after a youth court finding of guilt against a child. 

The onus is on the parent to prove the exercise of reasonable supervision, 



and the court may consider factors including whether any effort has been 

made to improve parenting skills (McNaught, 1998). Alberta and Nova 

Scotia are contemplating such a law, and there is a private member's bill of 

similar nature in the B.C. Legislature (Murphy, 2000). 

Advocates of parental responsibility laws maintain that youth crime 

originates in the family and the threat of liability will compel parents to 

assume greater control of their children, while also giving priority to the 

rights of victims (McNaught, 1998). People opposing such laws argue that 

they are ineffective and represent a further imposition on already stniggling 

families. Bonnie Buxton (2000). leader of the Association of Parent Support 

Groups in Ontario (APSGO), invited her province's goveming Conservative 

parliamentarians to sit in on an APSGO group before passing a parent 

responsibility law. With reference to the adoptive parents of a young man 

with identified symptoms of Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, she wrote that "if Bi11 

55 had been in place when he was a young offender, this honest hard- 

working family would have spent years in Small Claims Court. trying to 

prove over and over they had attempted to supervise their child". (Globe 

and Mail, April 10, 2000) According to Sandbom, (1995) the majority of 

observers do not believe that parental liability laws are either effective or 

desirable. There are so many others factors contributing to youth crime 

which are not being addressed and it is simply unfair to blame and punish 

parents for actions largely beyond their control. 



Although US. Courts have upheld legal challenges to parental 

responsibility laws. their validity under the Canadian Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms has yet to be tested. The Manitoba law has been applied on 

only 13 occasions, with six findings against parents (Good, 2000). The 

reports that Manitoba and Ontario have lobbied the federal govemment to 

amend the Young Offenders Act accordingly suggest that these laws may 

be symbolic or an atternpt by those govemments to appear tough on youth 

crime. Significantly, the Manitoba legislation was passed under the previous 

Conservative administration, and the Conservative Party is also in power in 

Ontario, Alberta and Nova Scotia. An opposition member from the neo- 

consewative provincial Liberal Party proposed British Columbia's private 

member's bill. 

The blaming of parents can be considered in relation to the dominant 

liberallneo-consewative political paradigm. In this paradigm, youth crime is 

depicted as out of control, demanding more punitive crime control 

measures. Parents are held responsible on an individual basis, particulady 

poor or single mothers. The trend of right-leaning govemments imposing 

laws to punish parents appears to substantiate the ideological basis of 

parental responsibility laws. 



The perceptions of vulnerable parents also provide evidence of the faulty 

parenting paradigm. As noted by Buxton (2000), Itve were al1 being blarned 

- by the schools, by the series of wunsellors we dragged our grumbling 

children to, and by the courts." (Globe and Mail, April 10, 2000) A British 

Columbia working group looking at secure care for high n'sk children 

reported similar concems: "Parents also called for a shift in attitudes held 

by the ministry and service providers, as they feel they are blarned for their 

childen's problems, rather than supported and included in any services for 

their childn (British Columbia Ministry for Children and Families. 1999). 

Collins and Collins (1990) reframe the parent-blaming behaviour of 

professionals in relation to childhood mental health problems as a cultural 

tendency to blame mothers. They cite feminist researcherç in comrnenting 

that "...mothers end up being blamed for not being perfect when they do 

not live up to an idealized image of mothering and for being horrible rather 

than only human when they do something problematicn (p. 524). Schissel 

(1997) discusses media stereotypes of single parent families producing 

delinquent children. He points out that the actual correlation supported by 

research is between poverty and crime. Swift (1995) supports this 

contention, noting that single mothers and their children comprise a 

disproportionate number of the poor. Reitsma-Street (1 989) contends that 

it is mainly mothers coping with youth crime, reflecting the societal role of 



women to provide child care and the pre-eminence of male work which 

often excuses fathers from such responsibilities as attending Court. 

The gender question arose in my earlier discussions with parents (Hillian, 

1998). Mothers reported that marital strain from dealing with a delinquent 

youth was exacerbated by resentment over unequal division of 

responsibility. unfair assignation of blame. and the sheer time demands 

which limited opportunities for couples to meet their own needs. Schissel 

(1997) maintains that media messages "condemn mothers almost 

exclusively for poor parenting ..."(p. 169). He attributes this to "male- 

produced. stereotypicaf gendered constructions about youth crimen. through 

which "problems resulting from structural inequality and the potential 

unfairness of a market-based economy are transposed to mothenngn 

(p. 1 70). 

In my view. there are three major problems with the faulty parenting 

paradigm, problems that will be elaborated on in this chapter. The first is 

that the underlying premise is faulty, as it does not take account of 

parenting in difficult circumstances or the effect of challenging young 

people on their parents. The second criticism is that blaming parents does 

not account for the social and legal constraints they must work with. Thirdly, 

from a social work perspective, parental blame is counter-productive if the 



goal is to promote change and does not consider the practice issues of 

support and empowerment. 

There is a contention prevalent in the Iiterature that youth crime is viewed to 

a large extent as a problem caused by inadequate parenting (Boyd, 1977; 

Schaffner, 1997; Smith & Stem, 7997). This sense pervades the youth 

justice system and infects the parents who must deal with it, increasing 

their sense of isolation and making more difficult the challenging task of 

parenting an adolescent. However, the faulty parenting paradigm does not 

account for the literature's acknowledgment that the relationship between 

youth crime and family dysfunction is undentudied, and is therefore not 

fimly established (Bala, 1997; Smith & Stem, 1997). 

Many cultures adopt a different perspective, choosing to view youth crime 

as an understandable if not natural aspect of adolescence which most 

young people will grow through. Witness the substantially lower rates of 

youth incarceration in wuntries such as France, or even Quebec, when 

compared with the rest of Canada (Corrado 8 Markwart, 1994; Hackler, 

1991). Hackler (2000) suggests that the crime control trend is far more 

prevalent in North America than in many European countries, with France 

in particular utilizing a less legalistic and apparently more effective 

approach to youth justice. 



Public perception of increasing youth crime, despite evidence to the 

contrary, (Baia, 1994; Corrado & Markwart, 1994; Doob & Spmtt, 1998) is 

fanned by media coverage, and the resuîtant blaming of parents can be 

seen in this context. As one exarnple, some of the eariiest press coverage 

of the Youih Criminal Justice Acf, Canadian legislation proposed to replace 

the Young Offenders Act, focussed on a provision which would reportedly 

jail parents who failed to supervise young offenders released to their care 

(Hackler, 2000). The reports were misleading, and it is fair to ask whether 

intentionally so to pander to the public sentiment which is quick to blame 

families and cal1 for tougher crime control measures. This tendency to 

blame does not acknowledge the actual experience of parents, particulariy 

under difficult circumstances, nor the impact of children on their parents. 

Parentinq in DifTicult Circumstances 

Research and field experience indicates that parenting a young offender is 

a difficult experience (Ambert, 1992; Hillian, 1998; Schaffner, 1997; Smith 

& Stem, 1997). Apart from the sense of loss and isolation, such parents 

feel overwhelmed by the amount of work they rnust do, the number of 

professionals they must deal with, and the seemingly endless process they 

must endure. Yet the stigma of having a child who harms the community 

can prevent parents from accessing the support, whether formal or 

informal, that might make the task more bearable. In seeking to address 



this concem, it seems valid and important to ask about the experience of 

others in dificult circumstances as parents. 

There is an abundance of literature about parenting a child with a chronic 

and/or life-threatening illness. For example, a phenomenogical study of 

parents whose children had muscular dystrophy identified cycles of defining 

and rnanaging adversity, along with feelings of sorrow and stress (Gravelle, 

1 997). Adversity was shaped by characteristics of the child's condition, 

family characteristics, and the magnitude of specific situations. Managing 

that adversity was primarily a task for mothers and included seeking 

information, negotiating for services, and arranging resources such as 

respite. These parents experienced the health care system as both 

necessary and fnistrating. Ongoing adjustment to losses caused chronic 

sorrow, while societal expectations and forced personal choices led to 

exhaustion and resentment. 

Some of Gravelle's (1 997) results resonate with other findings. In a study of 

parents with aggressive children, Kazdin (1990) noted that the severity of 

child dysfunction, the degree of matemal stress, and the level of socio- 

economic disadvantage increased the likelihood of early withdrawal from 

treatment. He advocated acknowledging and dealing with sources of 

parental stress early in the treatment process. Similady Vincent (1 998), 

working from a database of literature published since 1980, found that a 

child's specific disability is not a major predictor of such problems as 



divorce, child abuse. sibling disorden, or matemal psychiatnc difficulty. She 

identified structural issues, such as employment, income and education as 

the stressors that predicted problems, the same as for families without 

disabled children. 

In another study of mothers of children with chronic conditions, Stewart, 

Ritchie, McGrath, Thompson and Bruce (1994) discussed how mothers felt 

isolated in their care-giving roles. These mothers ranked social support as 

their most important need in managing their child's care, and they 

recommended this support be sought from people with similar first hand 

experience. The support of peers could effectively supplement deficient 

support from other sources, such as partners and professionals. This was 

confimed by Bradshaw (1996), writing in the British Columbia Fetal Alcohol 

S ynd rome/Effect (FAS/E) Support Network newsletter: Y han k goodness for 

the Support Network for through them we could see that we were O.K. as 

parents. It was a great comfort to be among people who did not judge us 

but supported us.. ."(p.l8). 

The experience of other parents of FASIE children is also instructive. Smith 

(1996) writes from the viewpoint of a Registered Nurse who is also the 

adoptive parent to three seriously disturbed children. She describes her 

frustration and exhaustion in seeking diagnostic information, and in feeling 

the judgmental gaze of well-rneaning professionals who had no clue what 

she was experiencing Sut looked at her as part of the child's problem. She 



identifies this lack of empathy as both rendering the professional ineffective 

and adding to her parental burden. She discusses the lack of qualified and 

affordable respite, and the identification of child abuse as a criterion for 

accessing resources. Privacy concems are also paramount, like insensitive 

professional scrutiny in a home with boundanes already worn thin by an 

intrusive child. 

Smith (1996) describes the unacknowledged work of parents to control their 

anger, adjust their expectations and become less attached to matenal 

possessions. They must also work to maintain self-esteem in the face of a 

rejecting child, continue caring for other family memben, and to combat 

isolation, loneliness and social pressure. In addition, she notes the common 

ground behnreen parents and professionals, who also find themselves under 

scrutiny, feeling blamed and short on time and resources. This common 

ground is described as a basis for greater mutual understanding and 

collaboration. 

Child Effect on Parents 

The effect of having children includes both happiness and misery visited 

upon their parents (Ambert, 1992). with the negative effects greater than 

during previous eras due to the societal change factors discussed earlier. 

Ambert argues that, due to child dependency and because it is taken for 

granted that parents affect children and not the reverse, it is not socially 



acceptable for parents to admit negative child effects. She identifies 

numerous domains where children can impact the lives of their parents, 

including health, employment and finances, marital and family relations. 

and human interaction. Children also impact a parent's personality, 

attitudes. beliefs and values, life plans and feelings of control over his or 

her own life. 

In considering the parents of young offenders, Ambert (1992) wondered 

about systemic bias towards parental causality of delinquency, and the 

resultant impact on parents. She speculated about the possibility that 

parent blaming is a social constnict that hides the failure of societal 

responses to the problem of youth crime, a failure that social control 

agencies have a direct interest in hiding. Calling for more research in this 

area, she contended that "parental vulnerability is not only a valid scientific 

topic of research.." but one that 'begs to be addressed in a socially 

responsible manner." (p.108) 

In their review of family intervention processes with high-risk youth. Smith 

and Stem (1997) described the recent emergence of child effect on parents 

as a field of study, and noted that the effect of adolescent behaviour on 

parents is understudied. They highlighted charactenstics such as early 

aggressiveness, imtability and impulsivity as particularly challenging for 

parents, also suggesting that delinquency can undemine parenting and 

create an interactional effect. They acknowledged how parents can feel 



blarned, hurniliated, overwhelmed and exhausted when their children are 

involved in the justice system. 

Leaal Context 

The second problem with blaming parents is that it deflects attention fmm 

the social and legal constraints that impact upon parenting. The significant 

social constraints dernonstrated to make a difference to youth crime include 

access to housing, education and employment (Reitsma-Street. 1994; 

Schissel. 1997). However, this study focuses on the importance of the legal 

framework for parenting that has developed over the past one hundred 

years. The following section briefly considem the law in Canada pertaining 

to parental responsibilities and young offenders, and developments in child 

welfare legislation in British Columbia. This discussion is developed further 

in chapter three with an analysis of parental rights and responsibilities 

under the four modefs of youth justice. 

The Juvenile Delinauents and Younq Offenders Acts 

In Canada, the Juvenile Delinquents Act (JDA) took effect in 1908. The 

JDA defined al1 children who broke any federal, provincial or municipal law 

as being in a state of delinquency, a state that could also be adjudicated for 

a wide range of non-criminal behaviour, including immorality, t ~ a n c y  and 

unrnanageability. The Court and its officials held wide powen to address 

such youth. with little attention to individual rights, and children could be 

detained or subjected to supervision for indeteminate periods up to age 



twenty-one. Although the JDA provided the possibility for parents to have 

their children declared unmanageable, the predominant tone of the Act was 

that children who broke the law did so due to inadequate guidance and 

support at home. The JDA fell into disrepute over its lack of due process 

and the perceived failure of the rehabilitation programs identified with it to 

either correct ind ividual offenders or curb youth crime in general. 

The Young Offenders Act, (YOA), replaced the paternalistic welfare 

approach of the Juvenile Delinquents Act in 1984. The YOA, in attempting 

to correct the deficiencies of the previous Act, took a more rights-based 

approach. Young people were guaranteed due process and legal 

representation, sentences were deteminate, and a unifom age between 

12 and 17 took effect nation-wide. While this served to protect the legal 

rights of young people, there was no significant consultation with parents 

(Hackler, 1991), and the YOA has been criticized for applying adult 

concepts and processes to the treatment of young people. Neveitheless, 

the YOA did specify the rights of parents to some extent. 

Specific sections of the YOA are instructive regarding the relationships 

among parents, their children and society. Section 3(1)(f) states that "the 

rights and freedoms of young persons include a right to the least possible 

interference with freedom that is consistent with the protection of society, 

having regard to the needs of young persons and the interest of their 

fa milies". 



Section 3(1 )(h) adds that parents have responsibility for the Gare and 

supervision of theri children, and, for that reason, young people should be 

removed from parental supervision either partly or entirely only when 

measures tha t provide for continuing parental supervision are 

inappropria te. " 

Section 14(2) mandates that "A predisposition report made in respect of a 

young person shall.. .6e in writing and shall include.. .(a)(ii) the results of an 

intewie w with . . . the parents of the young person. . . (c)(vi) the relationship 

between the young person and the young person's parents and the degree 

of control and influence of the parents over the young person.. . " 

These sections are clearly open to interpretation by the court, but appear to 

reinforce the important connection between young people and their 

parents. Unfortunately, the inference remains that the court will pass 

judgement on parental suitability. Previous research (Hillian, 1998) and field 

experience confims that this judgment is keenly felt by parents, regardless 

of the job they are doing or the parenting challenges they face. In addition, 

the YOA did ver '  little to address or even acknowledge structural issues. 

lmplementation funding primarily addressed the provision of legal aid and 

the increased capacity for correctional facilities, while the court wntinued to 

rely on other agencies for the bulk of community prograrnming. As a result, 

much of the support parents anticipate receiving through the youth court is  

thwarted by programming inadequacies in the child welfare and mental 



health systems. The youth justice system remains the de facto replacement 

for those deficiencies. 

Parents appear to buy into the notion that they are to blame for their 

children's offending, a notion reinforced by their interaction with the youth 

justice system. Parents can easily feel that they are the ones on probation, 

because they are doing a lot of extra work, are under scnitiny, and feel 

responsible if their son or daughter re-offends (Hillian. 1998). Parents and 

youth must wait to suit the convenience of the court system, respite and 

alternatives to custody are not generally available, and help is often not 

forthcoming when originally requested (Davies, 1996; Hillian, 1998). 

Blaming parents situates youth crime as an individual problem, with the 

onus placed on individual parents to cope on their own, despite the industry 

of helping professionals supposedly available to assist. 

Child Welfare Law 

Just as tum of the century social change led to the development of the 

JDA, child welfare legislation also developed in the early 1900s. Although 

govemment took responsibility to make law, the provision of direct service 

to implement such law remained largely the business of church and 

charitable organizations. such as Children's Aid Societies. Frorn the start, 

these organizations were unable to effectively meet the demand for 

services and the issue of sewice organization and coordination was a 

constant challenge. In British Columbia, the provincial govemment 



gradualty assumed authonty over child welfare, with the 1939 Protection of 

Children Act wnsolidating al1 social service functions under a single 

department (Gove, 1995). 

Post-war prosperity and the aftemath of the great depression led to a more 

comprehensive social safety net, with most child welfare services now 

provided by govemrnent and costs shared between the federal and 

provinciaf junsdidions. As the reformist zeal of the sixties took hold, there 

was both an expansion of programs and a greater scnitiny of systemic 

inadequacies. The 1968 Seebohm Report in England, which advocated 

integration of social agencies under a local authority, influenced similar 

studies in Canada. In 1970, the CELDIC Report identified over one million 

Canadian children with leaming disorders and identified lack of service co- 

ordination among the key issues to be addressed. Unfortunately, the widely 

heralded recommendation for integrated seMce delivery centres 

accountable to local boards was only implemented in Quebec. Later in the 

1970s, the Berger Commission in British Columbia advocated sweeping 

reforms including a unified family law structure, but new initiatives were 

thwarted by the defeat of the New Democratic Party govemment in 1975. 

The recession and budget restraint of the 1980s prevented significant 

progress in the provision of child welfare as govemment agencies retreated 

into their narrow mandates and social problerns intensified. 



British Columbia's child weifare legislation. the Child, Family and 

Communify Services Act (1 996) was re-written in the mid-1990's to replace 

what many considered an overiy narrow and legalistic approach that had 

developed. Unfortunately, the optimism emerging from a community panel 

process that saw child welfare based in the strengthening of families and 

communities, was replaced by the primacy of an investigative approach that 

emerged after the Gove lnquiry (Armitage, 1998). The child-centered 

approach promoted by Gove was endorsed as gospel, amidst a media- 

induced hysteria that characterized cruel and neglectful parents and an 

incompetent and negligent child welfare system. Although youth justice 

issues were discussed only marginally in this process, the Gove lnquiry led 

to the reorganization of numerous child-sewing branches of governrnent. 

Youth justice services, including probation offices and custody centres, 

were incorporated into the new Ministry for Children and Families in 1997. 

It is not yet clear whether parents and communities see any benefit from 

this latest re-organization. There is pointed criticism of the risk management 

approach and the reliance on legal constnicts that dominate the approach 

of the new Ministry (Anglin, 1999). One thing that appears not to have 

changed is the absence of a clear legislative mandate to provide support 

for parents and families, either through the child protection or youth justice 

systems. Parents struggling against structural constraints such as poverty, 

or those overwhelmed by caring for a difficult youngster must still depend 

upon the somewhat ahitrary definitions of officiais operating within limited 



budgets to detennine eligibility for services. Parents whose children have 

serious mental health or addictions challenges must still stniggle without 

comprehensive assessrnent and treatment facilities. Additionally, parents 

whose children run away or are lured into teen prostitution have no cleariy 

identified rights or mechanisms to restore their children to safety. 

The Literature on Workina with Parents 

The third problem with the faulty parenting paradigm wmes from a social 

work perspective. The assignation of blame, whether from self or others, 

tends to paralyze parents. This factor is evident among those parents I 

have encountered who take no corrective action when their child offends on 

the assumption that the court is in charge and knows better. This seems 

unhelpful if our goal is the promotion of effective parenting and accountable 

young people. Blaming parents also leaves out the best practice 

considerations around support and empowement, elements the literature 

suggests are crucial for effective parenting. These factors will be 

highlighted in the next chapter. 

The social work literature on work with parents who encounter the Youth 

Justice system is rather timited, particularly material acknowledging their 

experience as adults. As Smith and Stem (1997) note. "although recent 

research has significantly advanced our understanding of the mechanisms 

which link families and delinquency, it has not made its way into the social 

work knowledge base." (p 383) They back this up by citing a content 



analysis of social work joumals from 1980-94 exhibiting a paucity of articles 

on youth justice. Even more scarce are articles focusing on, or even 

mentioning the adult experience of parenting a young offender. 

According to Ambert (7992), the overall literature on parents and children 

focuses primarily on the effect that parents have on their children, 

neglecting the reciprocal impact. Her search of the juvenile delinquency 

literature did not locate any significant consideration of the effect young 

offenders have on parents and families. She gives examples of excellent 

research studies that ask the typical question of what kind of families 

produce delinquents, but do not ask in turn what kind of families are 

produced by young offenders. The overall effect of the literature, she 

suggests, obliterates the impact children have on their parents. 

Ambert (1992) suggests that the conventional view of parents producing 

children negates the role of children as agents in their own right. Although 

agreeing that parents are major influences on their offspring, she maintains 

they are not the only and sometimes not the main influence. The increasing 

role of children as consumers targeted by mass media is evidence of this, 

as is the fact that children socialize other children. If we perceive young 

people as social beings who take part in their own development, then they 

also reconstruct the Iife of their family and parents. 



Ambert (1992) points out several reasons for the absence of child effect 

research in the literature. For one, viewing children in this way can be seen 

as diminishing adult power. In addition, child care is seen as primanly a 

ferninine activity which rernains in the private sphere, and it has taken the 

advocacy of the wornen's movement to push for the fairly recent 

acknowledgment of child effect. In the area of youth crime, Ambert argues 

that the uni-directional parent-child model of analysis is especially evident. 

She suggests that families and parents are targeted as the cause of crime 

because they are more accessible for study than societal factors and are 

also more easily policed. 

Trends in the literature I surveyed fell into several categories. There were 

descriptions of programs that aimed to help families but in which the 

farnilies themselves were not visible ( Cervenka, Dembo and Brown, 1996; 

Sanbom, 1995). Some research projects saw parents as targets for 

intervention, based on their children's offending behaviour (Hengeller, 

Borduin, Melton, Mann, Smith, Hall, Cone and Fucci, 1991). Othets 

acknowledged the value of engaging parents and called for more research 

(Dishion and Andrews, 1995; Smith and Stem, 1997). Still others identified 

family factors as but one part of the puzzle of youth crime, with larger 

societal issues also relevant (Schaffner, 1997). Some articles exhibited 

more than one of these aspects, as the following examples show. 



Cervenka, Dembo and Brown (1996) wrote about the "crisis proportions" of 

juvenile delinquency in the US., and the shortage and short-comings of 

both treatment and existing methodologies. Their Youth Support Project in 

Tampa is a five year initiative in which families were randornly assigned to 

either a home-based family systems approach called Farnily Empowement 

Intervention (FEI), or to Extended Services Intervention (ESI), a simple 

referral to existing community agencies. The theoretical base of FEI is 

systems theory, with a child's arrest viewed as both symptomatic of family 

dysfunction and an opportunity for intervention to promote change. Using a 

combination of strategic and structural approaches to treatment, facilitators 

work intensively with families on such goals as restoring family hierarchy 

and improving communication. The main goal is to establish parents as 

authoritative, and this is how the project defines empowement. 

The authors described FEI as working with parental strengths, respecting 

family values and assuming parental capacity to identify what is best for 

their family. They also acknowledged some of the feelings parents have in 

response to their child's arrest. Although describing their program as 

exciting and hopeful, there was no indication of results achieved to date, 

nor feedback from families themselves. Cervenka, Dembo and Brown 

(1 996) also fell short in characterizing empowement as something done by 

facilitators to parents, and leaving out any discussion of the larger systems 

outside the family. Given the authon' premise that having a child arrested 



autornatically signifies family dysfunction, it is perhaps not surprising that 

the voices of parents were not reflected in the article. 

Sanbom (1995) interviewed 100 judges, prosecutors and probation officers 

"to determine how parents impact the court proceedings and to identify 

problerns created by their participationn (p.1). There is a certain bias 

evident through not interviewing actual parents and yet focusing on their 

involvement as problematic. Nonetheless, Sanbom addressed topics such 

as the role played by parents at various court stages and the conflict 

between parents, their child and defence attorneys. He found previous 

research faulty in not measuring the relation between types of dispositions 

and parental interaction with the court. He called for youth court to become 

a real family court, rather than a quasi-criminal forum exacerbating the 

conflict between parents and teens. 

Dishion and Andrews (1995), of the Oregon Social Leaming Centre, 

conducted a study comparing two intervention strategies to modify problem 

behaviour in high-risk youth. They divided 158 familias into either parent 

focus. teen focus, parent and teen focus, or self-directed change groups. A 

group psycho-educational methodology was employed, yielding beneficial 

short-term reductions for al1 groups in problem behaviour at school and 

conflict at home. The long-terrn results were less beneficial, indicating 

negative effects from congregating high-fisk youth. More promising was the 

strategy of engaging parents, and the authors called for more research in 



this area. Dishion and Andrews cited consistent research demonstrating 

that interventions supporting parental management skills effectively reduce 

children's anti-social behaviour. Acknowledging the infancy of prevention 

research, they suggested that early resuRs have stimulated other efforts 

which use parenting interventions as a central strategy, and called for such 

approaches in both prevention and treatment work throughout childhood 

and adolescence. 

Much research about young offenders and their parents is tied to specific 

therapeutic approaches to issues such as dnig abuse or sexual offending. 

One example is Henggeler, Borduin, Melton, Mann, Smith, Hall, Cone and 

Fucci (1991), who researched multisystemic therapy in the Missouri 

Delinquency Project. Their intervention placed heavy demands on parent 

participation, but the authors gave little insight into the actual experience of 

participants and the extent to which therapy met parental needs. 

Henggeler et al (1991) appear to view parents as targets for intervention, 

without acknowledging their adult concems or considering the socio- 

economic realities that shape their work as parents. 

In contrast, the evaluation by von Gerichten & Associates (1996) of the 

Parents Together (PT) program in British Columbia, contained many direct 

responses from parents who generally endorsed the program. Parents 

Together is a facilitated support group funded by the Ministry for Children 

and Families and operating in numerous communities throughout British 



Columbia. PT uses a teaching manual and mutual support sessions to 

promote problem solving, and parents are encouraged to allow acting out 

youngsters to experience the natural consequences of their behaviour. PT 

is not exclusively geared to the parents of young offenders and appears to 

address the issues of a relatively homogenous population of middletlass 

couples. 

The evaluation by von Gerichten (1 996) was intended to demonstrate to the 

funding agency. the Ministry for Children and Families, how those attending 

received the program. As such, it did not address the obstacles facing 

those who did not attend. Nonetheless, von Gerichten's results are 

consistent with anecdotal evidence I obtained firsthand through attending a 

local chapter meeting, and information gleaned through parents of 

probationers who have attended. Parents appreciated the opportunity to tell 

their story without being judged, and to meet with othen and confimi that 

they were not alone. 

Callahan and Lumb (1995) addressed some of the shortwmings 

highlighted in previous examples as they discussed women's expenences 

with the British Columbia child welfare and income assistance systems. 

They found the literature on empowement pmblematic, often describing it 

as a process that workers do to clients (Cervenka, Dembo and Brown. 

1996). Callahan and Lumb stressed that empowement is reciprocal and 

needs to encompass the notion of citizenship. In that way. the activities of 



child welfare or youth probation are less stigmatized, and become activities 

where worken assist people to exercise their rights and responsibilities as 

citizens. 

Laurie Schaffner (1997) came from a similar perspective in her critique of 

court-ordered parenting classes for the parents of young offenders in 

California. She noted the emphasis in these classes on blaming parents 

who fall short of a societal ideal, and the unintended benefit experienced by 

participants in the fom of mutual support. Similarly, Malone (1991) 

described an Ohio program for the parents of sex offenden. He established 

that, although many parents resented being court-ordered to attend, they 

derived benefit and actuall y requested increased frequency of parent grou p 

meetings. 

Prinz and Miller (1994) conducted a study of parental drop-out from 

treatment groups, in which 147 families with aggressive 4-9 year old boys 

were assigned to either standard or enhanced family treatment. The 

enhanced group encouraged frequent discussion of adult concems not 

related to child behaviour, resulting in a marked decrease of dropout from 

treatment. Prinz and Miller (1 994) advocated more flexible treatment 

models that might include home-based meetings. transportation assistance, 

greater sensitivity to cultural issues, and different hours of service, including 

weekends. 



Quinn and Sutphen (1994) discussed parental participation in their 

developrnent of an eariy intervention model aimed towards first-time 

offenden and their families. They acknowledged the structural impediments 

facing many families, and put the onus to engage in treatment on 

therapists, who adopted flexible scheduling and home visits. Quinn and 

Sutphen (1 994) also recommended a specified number of sessions, direct 

assistance in crisis coping, and therapists adopting an advocacy rather than 

neutral stance to enhance parental engagement in treatment. 

Kazdin (1990) found that families teminating treatment early differed 

significantly from those remaining in three areas: those who left had 

increased severity of chifd dysfunction, more sources of matemal stress, 

and a higher degree of socio-ewnomic disadvantage. Kazdin (1 990) 

advocated addressing sources of parental stress very early in contact with 

a family. He also suggested special methods of scheduling appointments 

and monetary incentives to attend, approaches that have been explored in 

adult psychotherapy. Smith and Stem (1997) called for further research on 

the type of support, as defined by parents themselves, necessary to 

enhance treatment interventions. Networking with other parents was one 

identified area of support where additional research would be helpful. 

Family intervention may be only one area to target in addressing youth 

crime. Schaffner (1997) suggested that framing juvenile crime as pnmarily a 

family problern misses the importance of larger issues like poverty, 



unemployment and societal change, and contributes to the unhelpful 

practice of labeling parents rather than supporting thern. Reitsma-Street 

(1 990, 1994), in her critiques of the Young Offenders Act, supported these 

contentions, reporting that the YOA appeared to be continuing a focus on 

marginalized youth, with crime wntrol measures expanding at the expense 

of welfare and preventative services. lllback (1994) noted the cnsis in the 

provision of services to children in North America throughout the 1 WOs, 

relating that cnsis to the corresponding increase in levels of child povetty 

and widening disparities between the affluent and the disadvantaged. 

Collins and Collins (1990) addressed similar themes of poor support for 

parents and individual blarning in their examination of parent-professional 

relationships in the treatrnent of emotionally disturbed teens. They noted a 

histoncal bias among professionals that attributed childhood mental illness 

to family factors, a bias that has excluded parents from full participation in 

assessrnent and treatment processes. In describing the lack of research 

into parent-professional interaction, Collins and Collins chronicled the 

parental perception of being blamed by professionals who maintained 

systemic bamers to their participation in treatment. Parents described such 

indignities as being asked for permission to share reports among 

professionals that they themselves were not permitted to read. These 

authors called for a feministlempowerment approach in which social 

workers and parents collaborate to advocate for effective programming in 



". . .environments stnictured so that parents experience themselves as 

competent, valued and knowledgeable" (Coliïns and Collins, 1990, p. 525). 

Akinyela (2000) advocated an ernpowement approach to working with 

parents and families. His Ujamaa label cornes from the pan-African 

Kiswahili language signifying familyhood, co-operative economics and 

reciprocal support. Akinyela's Conscious Family Parenting Circles are 

described as parenting education and support groups for building cultural 

strength , connectedness and community in a non-racist, non-sexist, 

culturally sensitive manner. Designed to empower poor and working 

parents to negotiate through the "maze of institutional situations that may 

influence their child rearing.." (Akinyela, 2000), the program's intervention 

includes dialogue, problem-posing questions and generative stories. 

Participants work through real-life issues from their own expenences with 

facilitators who emphasize building skills for self-detemination and 

collective work to rebuild a sense of community. 

There is other hopeful work advocating the empowement of families. 

lllback (1 994) discussed family preservation services designed to maintain 

troubled youngsters in their own homes. He envisaged the ideal situation 

where "providen and family memben work as an integrated team to design 

and implement needed services.. ."(p.415). McKnight (1 995) wrote about 

atternpts to foster the regeneration of community through association at the 

neighbourhood level. He held out the possibility of new allegiances between 



human service workers and the communities they serve. with the 

empowement of both a potential result. 

The literature suggests that whatever brings parents together, their ability to 

meet each other and to realize they are not alone is what they appreciate 

most (von Gerichten, 1996). This is consistent with literature on seif-help 

and mutual-support groups and the work cited by Smith and Stem (1997). 

What parents appear to least appreciate is being either left out or 

patronized by professionals making decisions about their children. a 

negative aspect which seems to be the essence of our youth court system. 

Although the fiterature contains much helpful material, one is left with an 

overall sense of disappointment at the patchwork approach to working with 

parents of young offenders and the lack of research from a parental 

standpoint. In this regard, it appears that there is valid reason to be critical 

of social work research in this area (Ambert. 1992; Smith and Stem, 1997). 

Structural Social Work 

Mullaly (1997) contends that the failure of social work to deal effectively 

with social problems relates in part to the lack of a cornmon progressive 

vision of practice. He presents such a vision, based on social beliefs such 

as humanism, community and equality, and economic beliefs including 

govemment intewention, the primacy of social priorities over economic 

decisions, and the equita ble distri bution of societal resources. Attached to 



this vision is the political commitment to participatory democracy and the 

view of social wstfare as an instrument to promote equality, solidarity and 

community. The basic principles of social work he identifies are treating 

people with respect, enhancing dignity, faciiitating self-detemination. 

accepting differences, and promoting social justice. 

Mullaly (1997) advocates structural social work as the approach most 

consistent with the above vision. He describes how this approach 

characterizes problems like poverty, racism and sexism as built into our 

current social order, thereby pointing to societal structure as the focus for 

change. lnequality is seen as an inherent facet of capitalisrn. operating in 

relation to class, race, sex and other differences, excluding oppressed 

groups from full participation in society, and perpetuating itseif. Structural 

social work can be applied in a flexible and inclusive manner to al1 those 

oppressed by the current order. Mullaly defines the goals of structural social 

work as "to alleviate the negative effects on people of an exploitative and 

alienating social order, and to transforrn the conditions and social structures 

that cause these negative effects." (p.133) 

As a person committed to structural social work, I am both interested in 

understanding the experience of parents in relation to structural constraints 

and in working for change. To that end, my methodology is infomed by 

principles of Participatory Action Research and I am cornmitted to taking 



specific steps to implement the findings from this research. These steps will 

be elaborated on in the discussion of implications in Chapter Seven. 

Surrrrnaw 

In summary, this chapter has discussed the parenting of adolescents as a 

relatively new phenornenon that has becorne much more complex with the 

societal changes of the past twenty or thirty years. Parenting also takes 

places within a framework of social and legal constraints that reinforce the 

blaming of parents for the troubles of their children. This blaming is both 

unfair and unhelpful, as it does not take account of the work involved in 

parenting, particularly in difficult circumstances, or the effect of difficult 

children on their parents. Our laws do not mandate the assistance that 

parents require, and our social programs are designed without taking 

adequate account of parental considerations. 



CHAPTER THREE: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

The purpose of this chapter is to build on chapter two's discussion about 

the cunent place of parents in the Canadian youth justice system. A 

CO nceptual framework for parental experience is developed throug h 

examination of the models of youth justice and the role of parents under 

each. The key concepts already identified, support and ernpowennent, are 

discussed to provide a framework for analysing parental experience. This 

framework is utilized in the intenriew guide, which is presented in chapter 

four. Once again, the discussion focuses on the legal context in which 

parents work. 

The Models of Youth Justice 

How society deals with young people who break the law is a complex issue 

beyond the scope of this study. In considering parental experience, 

however, it is helpful to examine conceptualizations of youth crime and the 

societal response to it. Theoretical literature on youth justice makes 

extensive use of models as an analytical tool in order to facilitate 

cornparison by reducing complex systems to their essential characteristics. 

The use of models allows wmparison of the approach to youth justice in 

different pieces of legislation (e-g. JDA vs. YOA) as well as different 

junsdictions (e-g. Canada vs. USA). Since the development of a separate 

youth justice system a century ago, four models of youth justice have been 



articulated, and recent scholarship has added to this framework (Corrado, 

1992; Reid 8 Reitsma-Street, 198411 993). Çollowing a brief review of these 

models, the place of parents in each will be considered. 

The welfare model, exemplified by the Juvenile Delinquents Act, grew out 

of the positivist tradition that attributed youth crime to family problems and 

other factors affecting socialization (Corrado, 1992). The approach to youth 

justice under this model emphasized rehabilitation through infonnal legal 

proceedings and treatment-oriented sentences of indeterminate length. 

Among criticisms of the welfare model was lack of due process, 

criminakation of a broad range of youth behaviour including status 

offences and immorality, the perceived lack of accountability, and the 

apparent ineffectiveness of rehabilitation programs. 

The justice model developed with the neo-classicist philosophy of crime 

(Corrado, 1992). Prior to the 19th century, classical philosophy 

characterized ail crime as willful and deliberate. This view offered no 

distinction between children and adults, and allowed harsh punishment for 

a wide array of offences. Neo-classicists found this approach too ngid and 

proposed that personal factors, such as age and immaturity, should 

mitigate the degree of individual responsibifity. The justice model upheld 

due process, emphasizing legal nghts at al1 stages of cnminal proceedings, 

and sentences proportionate to the crime committed. 



The crime control model gave lower prionty to rehabilitation of offenders, 

emphasizing instead their punishment through incarceration in order to 

protect society. One example of this view, which reflects an element of 

classical philosophy, is the 'three strikes' policy in effect in some U.S. 

States. Under this policy, offenders automatically face lengthy prison ternis 

upon a third conviction, minor or otherwise. Proponents of crime control 

criticize the welfare model in particular as pandering to criminals, but others 

see the control model as playing on public fean and societal divisions in 

the interests of those who rule (Hall, Crichter, Jefferson. Clarke and 

Roberts, 1978). 

Reid and Reitsma-Street (1993) conceive of a fourth approach, the 

community change model. This approach is designed to address the 

processes that lead to social inequality, and to deal with the root causes of 

youth crime through general promotion of youth welfare. It advocates 

alternatives to forrnal proceedings and custody through a strengthened 

network of comrnunity resources, and reform of existing custod ial programs 

to better meet the needs of the small percentage of youth requiring 

separation from the community. 

For Corrado (1 992), the fourth approach is the modified justice model. The 

YOA demonstrates this concept, incorporating features of the justice model 



while retaining aspects of the welfare approach. Pratt (1989) proposes 

another mixed model called corporatism, emphasizing administrative rather 

than judicial decision-making and diversion from bath formal proceedings 

and custody. This approach is evident in the widespread use of police 

cautioning in England and Wales. 

None of the above models exists in pure form, with al1 youth justice systems 

demonstrating various combinations of characteristics. Corrado (1 992) 

suggests that we consider the models on a continuum based on concem 

for the offender, ranging from the welfare model at one end to the crime 

control rnodel at the other. The welfare model rernains in effect in Scotland 

and some Scandinavian countries, but North America and the rest of Great 

Britain exemplify modified justice or wrporatist models, with crime control 

increasingly influential over the past twenty years. Crime control aspects, 

such as longer sentences and increased presumptive transfers to adult 

court, are prevalent in the Youth Criminal Justice Act, the new law 

proposed in Canada. Despite accompanying talk of more resources for 

prevention, critics fear that the trend to incarcerate more young people will 

continue under this Act. 

Reid and Reitsma-Street (1993) also place the models on a continuum, 

with crime control on the nght and community change on the left. Although 

the comrnunity change model is not achievable without revolutionary 



societal restructunng, reforms such as citizen empowenent and local 

wntrol would be steps in that direction. The restorative justice movement 

contains aspects of the community change model, with its emphasis on non 

judicial and cornmunity-based processes for redressing hurts. Restorative 

justice is prominent in New Zealand and in First Nations communities in 

Canada. 

The proposed Youth Criminal Justice Act (YCJA) appears to contain 

elements of restorative justice such as family group conferencing and 

sentencing circles, but these processes are not mandatory and will not 

have the guaranteed funding that goes to custodial remedies. It is 

significant that alternative processes are not resourced to anywhere near 

the extent of traditional approaches. For example, family group 

conferencing to resolve child protection proceedings is written into the 

British Columbia Child, Family and Community Services Act ( 1  996), but the 

specific section has never been proclaimed nor the process implemented. 

Such examples give credence to the skepticism of some critics over the 

alternative processes contained in the YCJA. 

Significantly, academic discussion of the modek of youth justice makes 

scant reference to parents. Although the welfare model theoretically 

incorporates rneasures for social support, its original premise was that the 

state should compensate for the inadequacy of parents. Even with the 



highly-regarded welfare model found in Scotland, a recent analysis of the 

lay panel system found that parents perceived little choice for themselves in 

that process (Hallett, Murray, Jarnieson 8 Veitch, 1999). Justice model 

reforms are credited with setting down certain parental rights, mainly 

regarding notification of arrest and ourt proceedings, and the modified 

justice approach of the YOA recognizes the key role of parents in its 

statement of principles. This recognition allows parents some voice in the 

decision-making processes of the system, but there is no provision for 

advocacy or support to assure that voice is heard. Crime control 

proponents in the US. have criticized other justice model reforms, such as 

de-institutionalization of status offences (e-g. breach of a youth court order) 

as being anti-family by taking away a measure of parental control (Corrado. 

1992). However, mandatory parenting classes, which emphasize blaming 

parents for not controlling children who offend, are also a manifestation of 

the crime control model, as are laws which penalize those parents 

(McNaught, 1998; Schaffner, 1997). 

It seems significant that Corrado's (1 992) Continuum of Juvenile Justice 

Models does not mention parents in the category of Key Personnel. Each 

model lists childcare experts, juvenile justice specialists, lawyers, criminal 

justice actors or some combination of these. This seems to confirm that 

consideration of the role of parents is not given priority in the conceptual 

analysis of youth justice. 



Reitsma-Street (1989) provides an exception to this tendency to ignore 

parents in her critique of the laws pertaining to child delinquency and 

neglect. She analyses the parens patnae (welfare) and rights (justice) 

frameworks, concluding that both have operated within patriarchal capitalkt 

systems with the following unirnpressive results: 

1. Under both models, family groups, primarily women, are left with a huge 

burden of responsibility for care and contml of children, disproportionate to 

the responsibility undertaken by the state. 

2. Control takes precedence over care in the parens patnae model, while 

process supersedes substance in the rights approach. 

3. Attempts to change the conditions that breed youth crime, child neglect 

and the inadequate service response seem endless and futile (Reitsrna- 

Street, 1 989). 

These conclusions indicate that parents, ostensibly mothers. are expected 

by the system to socialize and manage the next generation with minimal 

public assistance. If their children get in trouble with the law, the parents 

(mothers) will be responsible to monitor the disposition and the most 

substantial assistance will be in the fom of control, including incarceration. 

Foucault (1 980) and Donzelot (1 979) suggest that the various youth justice 

systems are part of a larger dynamic of social control, and the particular 

rnodel of youth justice is less relevant because al1 models realize the social 

control objective. In this anaiysis, the development of various professions 



attached to numerous societal institutions represents a network of power 

that has eclipsed the family and organized religion as the dominant agents 

of social control. Youth justice officials possess knowiedge and expertise 

that are inaccessible to others, and thereby maintain their own power and 

that of their system. Parents therefore feel left out because effectively they 

are left out- - 

The community change model and restorative justice approaches seem to 

offer better opportunities for parental participation, given the attention to 

interpersonal process and the less fonnal or adversanal nature of 

proceedings. Research in this area is limited by the lack of operational 

community change models, however the growing popularity of restorative 

justice programs will facilitate some meaningful analysis, if parental impact 

is considered. 

A purported goal of the proposed Youth Criminal Justice Act is to legitimize 

restorative justice practices and to divert more Canadian young people from 

the court system. It remains to be seen to what extent this will be realized, 

given the fact that statutory funding is not assured for community support 

options as alternatives to custodial sentences. The risk remains that the jail 

system will retain the lion's share of youth justice resources and continue 

as the de facto substitute for necessary social programs for young people. 



If that occurs, young people will continue to be poorly se& and parents 

are likely to remain as marginal participants in the youth justice pmcess. 

Parental Considerations in the Four Models of Youth Justice 

What foflows is an attempt to insert consideration of parents into the 

models of youth justice. I chose to use the four models espoused by Reid 

and Reitsrna-Street(l993), as Corrado's (1 992) continuum contains 

essentially three distinct models and one combined framework. Reid and 

Reitsma-Street (1993) add the community change model, offering a real 

alternative to challenge the status quo. 

Table 1 (p.62) describes each of the models in terrns of the following 

criteria, with the section on parental considerations elaborated upon: 

1. Responsibility for Crime - view of what causes youth crime. 

2. Overall goal - objective to be achieved. 

3. lmpiementation - task or method to gain objective. 

4. Process - how youth justice system operates. 

5. Rights/Responsibilities of Parents - where do parents fit? 

Section 5, the new section, illustrates how parents are considered under 

each of the models. Under crime control, there is the expectation that 

parents will exert authority over their children, despite structural constraints, 



and that parents will be punished under law if they fail to exercise that 

responsibility. With the justice rnodel, parents are expected to perfom their 

pnmary duty of caring for and controlling their children. They retain the right 

to be kept infomed if the state intervenes with a child. The weifare model 

assumes that helping and control agents of the state will support and 

monitor parents, but those agents will also take on parental authority when 

individuals fall short. In wntrast, the community change model affords 

parents and youth rights to a full range of needed supports, along with the 

rÏght to full participation as citizens in al1 processes that concem them. 

Combined with Reitsma-Street's (1 989) indictment of the existing systern, 

Table 1 (p.62) confimis the systemic marginalization of parents in the youth 

justice process. 

As discussed earlier, the models of youth justice do not exist in pure fonn 

and rnost systems contain a combination of elements. Table 1 (p.62) 

highlights the aspects that are dominant under each. To implement the best 

of any model, particulariy wmmunity change, the literature and experience 

dictates that parents and youth justice personnel require access to 

resources that facilitate support and empowennent. The following section 

therefore considen what might constitute such factors. 



TABLE I - Parental Considcrations in thc Four Modcls of  Youth Justicc * 

Crime Control Justice Welfare Community Change 

CRIME individual individuai social and faniily incquality built into 
CAUSATlON rcsponsibility and rcsponsibility cnvironmcnt capitalisi stniciurc 

accountability for crime produces criinc brings povcrty, racisni, 
crimc 

OVERALL protection of protection of individual rehab- restmcturing of 
GOAL societ ylptivate individual ilitation and society to addrcss 

property (hrough rights family support inequality; preveni crime 
law and order by promoting welfarc 

of oll youtli 

HOW TO detemence and punishment of individual and crime preveniion focus; 
IMPLEMENT retribution via offendcrs wiih indetenninatc custodial rcfonns for 

punishment of specific limits scntencing small nunibcrs rcquiring 
offenders; stress 
incarceration 

PROCESS due process wiîh due proccss informal proccss local resolution with 
discret ion citizen participation 

PARENTAL parents should exert parents have helpiri~control right to acccss full 
REHTSI RES- controt over youth; primary duty agents of state range of needed 
PONSlBlLITY laws to punish if for carc and monitor parents support; participatc 

parents fail control; rights or ossunie lhcir fully in proccss as 
to be informed authority citizcns 

*Partially adapted fiom Corrado, R., (1992) Continuum of Juvcnilc Justice Modcls, p.4; and Reid, S. and 
Rcitsma-Strcct, (1  993). Parcntal RightsIRcsponsibili tics original by Hilliaii (2000). 

*, 



Support 

Social support is defined by Whittaker. Schinke and Gilchnst (1986) as 

consisting of ".. many different types of helping, including matenal aid, 

behaviour assistance, intimate interactions. guidance, feedback and 

positive social interactionsn.(p.484) Streeter and Franklin (1 992) suggest 

that social support involves the quality of a person's social network, their 

perceived connectedness to friends and family, and the actual aid given. It 

can occur within natural helping networks, in mutual aid groups, and 

through helping professionals. Cullen, Wright and Chamlin (1 999) prornote 

social support as a public policy idea to counteract the hegemony of crime 

control theorists. They define social support as the provision of affective 

andlor material resources, or "the process of transmitting various f o n s  of 

capital - hurnan, cultural, social, and material". (p. 190) Ambert (1 992) notes 

the distinction in the literature between social and societal support, with 

social support coming primarily from individuals and specifically from family 

and friends. She sees intimate support sources as only a small fraction of 

the necessary resources "that a society places at the disposal of parents in 

order to facilitate the fulfillment of their role". (p.69) 

The British experience is particularly instructive regarding parental support 

in a youth justice context. In 1994, the National Association for the Care 

and Resettlement of Offenders (NACRO) published a policy paper entitled 

"Partnership with Parents in Dealing with Young Offenders". This paper 



acknowledged the importance of assisting familias to 'hold onn to young 

people in trouble with the law. a factor that would enhance their potential to 

grow out of crime rather than develop serious criminal careers. The authors 

commented that such families required as much support as possible during 

periods of troubled behaviour, and parents should be as involved as 

possible in decisions regarding official responses to offending. Six areas 

were identified where additional participation and support were desirable, 

including the point of arrest, the decision to prosecute or not, while on bail. 

at court. h i l e  under community supervision. and while in custody. 

Britain's Children Act 1989 provided a legislative framework under which 

support could be provided to parents. Locally mandated family centres were 

provided as places where children or their caregivers could go for: 

occupational, social, cultural or recreational activities; advice. guidance or 

counselling; home help; assistance with travelling to and from home to 

access services; and assistance to enable child and family holidays 

(Children Act 1989. paragraph 8 schedule 2). Accommodation while in 

receipt of the other services is also mentioned in the Act. 

NACRO (1 994) noted that both scarce resources and the primacy of child 

welfare concems over youth justice issues were significant obstacles to 

supporting the families of young offenden. Among NACRO's formal 

recommendations was the following example: 'Local authorities should be 



encouraged to review, in conjunction with the voluntary sector, networks of 

local parent support groups, mediation and conciliation faciiities and respite 

services .... and should offer such seMces to parents of young offenden 

when appropriate." (p.15) Acwrding to NACRO, proper assistance to 

parents of young offenders would include these additions to the above 

support provisions: 

legal information, advice and support at various stages of the process; 

assistance in probtem solving; 

general support from informa1 community networks to avoid labeling; 

contact with similarly situated parents; 

participation in decision making. 

Apart from the British material, social support literature in the corrections 

field primarily discusses support to young offenders, with their parents a 

secondary consideration. I have previously written about how parents can 

feel humiliated, overwhelmed and exhausted when their children are 

involved with the youth justice system (Smith and Stem, 1997). Strain on 

family relationships, the extra work imposed mainly on mothers, and the 

absence of supportive resources such as respite are al1 part of having a 

child in trouble with the law. The literature reviewed confirrned both the 

enhancernent of treatment participation when adult concems are 

addressed, and the benefit derived from contact among mutually situated 

parents. I have therefore focused on parental support as a key element of 



youth justice, and my research explores the concept from the perspective 

of parents in the British Columbia context. 

A Iist of factors constituting support for the parents of young offenders 

might include: 

material resources - income, housing, transportation, child care, and 

respite. 

process resources - information, advocacy and participation in decision- 

ma king. 

inter- erso on al resources - someone to talk to, an understanding employer, 

spouse or extended family, or a support group. 

Smith and Stem (1997) in their review of family processes and intervention 

research, suggest that there are individual and cultural variables which 

determine how parents define support and that both individual assessment 

and further research are required. With this in mind, my research moves 

from the impact of having a child in the system to asking where, or if, 

parents received the help, support and encouragement required to get 

through that ordeal. 

Empowerment 

The concept of ernpowement cornes up in a vanety of contexts, including 

social work, health care, community development, political action and 



individual growth. From the perspective of a community health consultant, 

Labonte (1989) defines empowerment as "the ability to choose, or the 

ability to increase one's capacity to define, analyse and act upon one's 

problems." (p. 87) He notes that empower is a refiexive verb, and that 

groups and individuals can only empower themselves. It is therefore 

incorrect to speak in ternis of empowenng others, although professionals 

have a key role in removing barriers, inciuding the tendency to define 

people's problems for them in professional tenns. 

In their paper My Cheque And My Children: The Long Road To 

Ernpowerment In Child Welfare, social work educators Callahan and Lumb 

(1995) present an analysis developed fmn the experience of women on 

welfare. They suggest that the term 'empowerment' is problematic due to 

the dangers of loss of meaning through overuse, of being misused as 

something which workers do to clients, and because it can be manipulated 

for ideological reasons. They identify the key features of empowerment as: 

- analysis of ineqwlity and the process of stigmatizing which maintains R; 

- common ground between clients and human service workers; 

- awareness of levels of empowerment from personal to inter-personal to 

political. 

Empowerment is therefore defined as "a process which takes place when 

workers and clients join together in small or large arenas to create 



structural change which will benefit themselves."(Callahan and Lurnb. 1995, 

Iris Young (1994) discusses ernpowenent in the context of policy 

approaches to pregnant women who are habitua1 dnig users. She presents 

two definitions: 

(1 ) the development of individual autonomy, self control and confidence; 

(2) the developrnent of a sense of collective influence over the social 

conditions of one's life. 

She finds that definition 1 rernains individualizing, and the theories behind it 

lack a politicized understanding of social structures. By contrast, definition 2 

descnbes empowement as a process in which powerless individuais, 

through dialogue with one another, corne to understand the social context 

of their powedessness and the possibility of collective action. Young prefen 

this approach because it involves consciousr;ess raising that is dialogical 

rather than monological, develops cntical reflection, and allows people to 

see institutions as human constructs that can be changed. Each person 

thereby transfomis through a reciprocal aiding of others. 

Guttierrez, GlenMaye and DeLois (1 995) discuss the terni empowement as 

"ubiquitous. used by presidents and poets alike" (p. 250), with a sirnilar lack 

of clarity evident in social work language. They describe empowennent 

practice emerging in the human services during the past two decades from 



atternpts to develop effective services for oppressed groups. The goal is to 

address powerlessness as a factor in social problems, and empowerment is 

distinguished by its emphasis on critical awareness, improved gmup or 

individual self-efficacy, and developing skills for change at different levels. 

These authors ask whether empowement should be viewed as a goal. a 

process, or a fom of intervention. In answering, they define the goal of 

empowenng practice as to increase the power of gmups and individuais to 

act for change. They also point to the need for organizational change 

towards this goal, describing a parallel process whereby a participatory 

management approach to empowering workers means a greater capacity 

for client empowement. The examination of client/worker relationships as a 

system of power and resultant awareness of the power imbalance can 

create movement towards partnership. 

Callahan (1996) expands on these ideas when she discusses the notion 

that empowerment must embrace an enhanced definition of citizenship. 

Meaningful citizenship encompasses such concepts as economic well- 

being, reciprocity, justice, safety, participation and belonging. As such, the 

activities of child welfare (and youth justice) lose their stigma and are 

recognized as processes whereby workers assist citizens to better exercise 

their rights and responsibilities. A cautionary note in this regard cornes from 

Farmer and Owen (1995), writing about parental participation in child 



protection practice in Britain. Noting the ongoing tension between state 

intrusion into families and respecting parental rights, they suggest that real 

dilemmas are created when powerful professionals try to gain the voluntary 

participation of parents in an essentially coercive system. 

Following the empowement literature and the NACRO (1 994) material on 

support, steps towards enhanced parental participation and empowerrnent 

might include: 

- improved awareness of the youth justice systern and timely and 

corn prehensive information about their child's involvement; 

- assured participation at al1 stages in the decision-making processes of 

the system; 

- access to material resources to enable participation, including 

affordable housing, employment opportunities, daycare, transportation, time 

off work, etc.; 

- contact and dialogue with other parents in similar circumstances; 

- parental supporVadvocacy workers with recognition in the system and 

skills to facilitate participation and critical reflection; 

- disposition alternatives to custody, expanded treatrnent resources, and 

a recognition of parental choice regarding participation and outcome; 

- access to system worken who have time to engage; and 

- a sense of common ground with system workers to facilitate power 

sharing. 



As a probation officer, I can reach out to assist the parent who waits in the 

courtroom hallway, but must work against the constraints of how my work is 

structured. This includes lack of a fonnal mandate for parental outreach, 

particularly prior to a youth's placement on a court order, as well as 

workload pressures that reduce the time available for supportive contact. 

From this standpoint, my research seeks to understand and document the 

issues around parental participation in the youth justice system. with the 

hope that such understanding can be the starting point for an empowering 

approach to systemic change. 

There is minimal argument in the literature over the essential role of 

parents in the lives of their children. The realities of parenting, the structural 

factors influencing parents, and the related attitudes and values of our 

society are therefore worthy of study. To connect these ideas with direct 

parental experience, my research includes numerous questions about the 

impact of the wnstraints discussed earlier, thus enabling the study to move 

beyond individual factors to a broader system critique. 

In addition to the structural issues, 1 am particularly interested in how 

parents cope with the impacts of having a child in the youth justice system. 

and how that system facilitates parental participation and empowement 

venus exclusion. To what extent does the system make things better or 



worçe, and how rnight it change in ligM of parental experience? Specific 

research with the parents of young offenders may assist us to move 

beyond blaming parents for youth crime, and get on with the serious 

challenges of creating more effective preventive and treatment approaches. 

My research represents a step in that direction. as the question is posed: 

How do parents of boys experience the youth justice system? 



CHAPTER FOUR: METHOOOLOGY 

This chapter discuses the theoretical and practical methods that were 

employed in the design of this research. The guide used to i n t e ~ e w  

participants is presented (Figure 1, p. 78). and the ethical considerations of 

the study are reviewed. The research site is then described, as are the 

profiles of the parents who agreed to participate in the research. 

Research Desian 

In the attempt to discover parental experience with the youth justice 

system, a design was chosen relying primarily on phenomenology, but also 

informed by critical theory and participatory action research. A 

phenomenological approach seemed best suited to leaming about the 

actual experience of parents. Critical theory was applied to data analysis, 

and action research principles were wnsidered as a way to involve parents 

in the process as participants and collaborators rather than subjects. This 

also provided a means to hold the researcher accountable and to 

encourage a Iife for this project beyond the academic requirements. 

Phenomenology developed as an alternative methodology in response to 

the traditional or positivist approach to research in the social sciences 

(Colaini, 1978). Whereas positivism deliberately excluded human 

experience in favour of the supposed objectivity of the scientific method, 

phenomenology incorporated that experience as indivisible from the 



research process. Following that appmach, my interest in the phenomenon 

of how parents experience the youth justice system required that I directly 

approach affected parents to ask about their experience. 

Colaini's (1 978) prescription for phenomenological reseanh was followed, 

taking account of the researcher's perspective and bias in framing the 

inquiry, and developing questions from the suppositions held. Interviews 

were tape recorded and transcribed, with data analysed through a process 

of exttacting significant statements, finding meaning in them, clustering the 

meanings into categories, checking back with participants for validity. then 

consolidating the results in definitive statements. 

Kvale (1996) identifies seven stages in the research process. which were 

incorporated in the design as follows: 

1. Thematizing 

This stage requires that a study is solidly grounded with a theoretical base. 

The literature review demonstrated this topic as useful intnnsically and as 

under-researched (Ambert, 1992; Dishion & Andrews, 1995; Smith & Stem, 

1997; Bala, 1997; Schissel, 1997). Also highlighted was the problem of 

blaming parents for youth crime and the deleterious effects of excluding 

them from full participation in treatment (Collins&Collins, 1990: Callahan, 

1995; Schaffner, 1997; Smith & Stem, 1997; Achtem & Bourque, 1999). 1 

discussed the value of programming that directly addresses adult concems 



or provides opportunities for mutual support among parents (Schaffner, 

1997; Von Gerichten, 1996; Prinz & Miller, 1994; Malone, 1991; Kazdin, 

1 990). Further documentation confinned the existence of substantial 

research projects and initiatives that appear useful and influential in 

addressing young offenden, but leave out meaningful consideration of 

parents (Cervenka, Dembo 8 Brown, 1996; Sanborn, 1995; Hengeller et al, 

1991). Also presented was first hand knowledge from the field as validation 

for the proposed inquiry (Hillian, 1998). 

2. Desianing 

The phenomenological approach seemed well suited to gathenng data from 

parents who have encountered the youth justice system. Research 

participants were chosen through a process of purposeful sampling, where 

people with unique knowledge of the topic were sought out. As described 

by Patton (1987). purposeful sampling involves the selection of 

"information-richn cases for in depth study. Contact was sought with a 

variety of parents with different experiential knowfedge. The plan was to 

interview approximately teri parents in the Victoria area whose children had 

completed their involvement with the youth justice system. The rationale for 

leaving the Comox Valley where I five and work was to avoid the power 

differential inherent in intewiewing people dealt with professionally by my 

own agency. Victoria was chosen as a metropolitan center with a complex 



social network, providing access to a number of agencies that worked with 

a variety of parents. 

The original plan involved inviting participation through mainly non- 

govemment sector organizations, identified from a resource list in an 

information booklet for parents whose teen had been arrested (Achtem 8 

Bourque, 1999). These organizations included Parents Together, the Native 

Friendship Centre, the Single Parent Resource Centre. the Blanshard 

Cornmunity Centre, and the Youth and Family Counsefling Program. Initial 

telephone contact was followed by persona1 visits to four of the five 

agencies. Contact people were furnished w-th letten of introduction 

(Appendix 1) inviting potential participants to respond by telephone or in 

writing. Unfortunately, only one agency was able to provide suitable 

referrals. This agency could have provided a complete sample, but it dealt 

solely with diversion cases and the study required parents whose children 

had a broader involvement with the justice system. Bamers to referral from 

other agencies included the requirement that participants be finished their 

involvement with the youth justice system and the time individual workers 

had to follow through. In one case, workers did not respond based on their 

belief that potential participants would be reluctant to corne forward. 

The plan was therefore amended to seek participants through Victoria area 

probation offices. Permission was received from the appropriate 



management level and, again, explanatory telephone calls and visits were 

conducted. Ten participants were identified, as profiled later in this chapter. 

Although these participants varied in ternis of their farnily structure and the 

system involvement of their sons. they were relatively homogenous in terms 

of class and race. Implications arising from sample selection w.11 be 

considered in the discussion chapter. 

3. lnterviewinq 

A semi-stnictured interview format was employed, utilizing an interview 

guide with several specific open-ended questions (Figure 1, p.78)- Although 

the style of interview was conversational, clanty and depth were sought 

through follow-up. prompting. specifying and interpretive questions. The 

questions were designed to identify participant's experience, including their 

extra work, where they found support, how they felt constrained, their 

participation in the process and the overall impact. Interviews took place in 

people's homes and lasted approximately two hours. 

All participants were offered the opportunity of a second interview to read 

the first interview transcript, however al1 declined. This may be an indication 

that the first intewiews had been sufficiently thorough, rather than 

expressions of distaste or loss of interest. Affirmation was sunnised from 

the positive response to two follow-up telephone calls, the first short cal1 to 

provide an additional debriefing of the interview, and the second longer cal1 



Finure 1 - Interview Guide 

(Key Questions followed by aspects to explorelprobe.) 

1. Tell me about your fimt experience with the Youth Justice system? 

a. Who you dealt with in systern; what you had to do; where you had to go. 

b. How it felt, or what you thought, on receiving initial cal1 from police; while 

waiting; going to Court; dealing with officiais; child in custody. 

c. How you were kept infomed or not; ways in which you felt involved or 

excluded. 

d. Impact of initial and subsequent experiences - on you; on others in family; in 

terms of time, money, health, emotions, invasion of pnvacy, surveillance, etc. 

2. Where did you find help, support or encouragement to get through these 

experiences? 

a. Extent of support from family; extended family; friends; neighbours; support 

groups. 

b. Extent of support from people in system; wunsellors; funded agencies; 

schools. 

c. Extent of own coping resources - financial, spiritual, social connection, 

advocacy skills. 

3. What circumstances affected your experiences? 

a. Degree of difficulty/offending behaviour of your child. 

b. lmpact of economics, race, class, gender, culture, etc. 

c. Missing etements that might have helped, ie. counselling; respite; 

information; legal advice; supportive spouse; supportive employer. 

4. Follow-up Questions. 

Overall, what recommendations would you make for change? 

a. About the police; lawyers; probation offmrs; agency people; judges; jail 

guards. 

b. About system processes, time frames, forrnalities, programslresources. 

c. About the costlbenefits to you and your famify. 



to share inteMew summaries as a validity check. New data that emerged 

fi-om follow up cafls was incorporated into the analysis. 

4. Transcribin~ 

l nterviews were tape-recorded and then transcribed, with personal 

recollection and field notes also employed to guard against loss of context 

in transcription. The tape recordings were listened to thoroughly as a 

method of both re-capturing the atmosphere of the interviews and 

correcting errors in transcription caused by poor quality recording in some 

instances. 

5.  Analysinq 

Colaini's (1978) analytical process, as detailed above, was employed, 

combined with Kirby and McKenna's (1989) "method of researching from 

the margins". (p. 128) Kirby and McKenna (1 989) describe a process that 

gives priority to two key components of organizing and understanding 

research data. One is intersubjectivity, "an authentic dialogue between al1 

participants in the research process". (p.129) This method gives equal 

voice to al1 of the data from al1 the participants, and seeks confirmation 

from participants and collaboraton during analysis. The second key 

component is "critical reflection on the social context" (p.129), which 

involves analysing data in relation to 7he structures that influence the 

actualities" of people's Iives. (p.130) 



The analysis started with a first reading of the transcripts. then a re-listening 

to the tapes. The next reading of the transcripts involved a process of 

coding the information in relation to the i n t e ~ ~ e w  guide and extracting 

bibbits, which are small pieces of information relevant to a particular 

category. These bibbits were assembled by category. for each interview 

and for the entire sample. Interview summaries were then written on each 

family unit and read to the participants, a process discussed further under 

Validation. The first level of analysis was also discussed with my graduate 

advisor and cornmittee members before beginning a second level of 

analysis. 

The second process incorporated information from field notes, the 

Iiterature, the views of collaborators, and another consultation with the 

advisor. along with further study of the original data as now organized. This 

included consideration of my wnceptual baggage, a compilation of 

thoughts and feelings recorded in a journal throughout the study. Kirby and 

McKenna (1989) refer to wnceptual baggage as pre-suppositions and 

biases held by the researcher regarding the project and the research 

process. These journal entries served as an additional level of data and 

assured that I remained visible as the researcher and an active participant 

in the process. I also considered Mullaly's (1997) structural social work 

orientation and Kvale's (1 996) critical constructivist perspective, an attempt 



to meld the individual experience of participants with awareness of the 

dominant social structures that influence them. Following the ideas 

discussed in the conceptual chapters, this method was consistent with my 

orientation to social work and social work research as an agent of change. 

Although research participants were expected to be pfimarily women, the 

mix was only sixty percent female. A feminist lens was incorporateci to 

ensure consideration of issues of gender, such as the extra work of 

parenting a young offender. Also kept in mind were class, racial and other 

issues relevant to oppressed populations, despite the limitation of having a 

relatively homogenous group of white middle-class participants. 

6. Validatin~ 

The initial analysis was validated through the process of seeking direct 

feedback from participants. The data from each interview was summarized 

and read to each participant family, correcting for both factual and 

characterization errors. The comments affinned an accurate capturing of 

the essence of participant experience in al1 cases. One father was pleased 

to hear his 'bwn words" refleded back, rather than hearing his experience 

put into the researcher's terminology. Another father expressed that the 

interview process had been helpful in ternis of getting a lot "off his chestn A 

mother was in tears as I finished reading her summary, overwhelmed at 

hearing the recounting of her five difficult years. Although difficult, she 



acknowledged the process as a helpful part of her healing joumey and 

requested a wpy of the summary, which I gladly provided. 

Two cornmittee members were asked to read specific transcripts, edited for 

identifying data, and viewpoints from analysis were compared. In a third 

step, three independent parents from my home wmmunity, Courtenay, 

British Columbia, were asked to act as collaborators and read the data 

presentation chapter. Again, the data resonated with their own past 

experience of parenting in different difficult circumstances. I discussed my 

interpretations with them and incorporated their observations in the 

analysis. 

This validity check with experienced parents, two of whom have 

volunteered with the Courtenay Court Orientation Program, was as close as 

it could get to incorporating elements of participatory action research in this 

project. The author's earlier research (Hillian, 1998). which confirmed 

parental interviews as a good source of data, gave rise to action through 

the formation of a parent orientation program with volunteer participation 

from research participants. Similady, the hope is that this current research 

will identify and encourage new opportunities for participation and 

empowerment of parents in the youth justice system. 



7. Re~orting 

Accord ing to Kvale (1 996). reporting represents "a social construction in 

which the authofs choice of writing style and literary devices provide a 

specific view on the subjects lived world" (p. 253). My analysis is reported 

initially in chapter five as a comprehensive presentation of the data with 

little interpretation. This is followed in chapter six by in depth discussion 

linking the perspective of the participants with both the literature. and the 

conceptual framework. The reporting strives to honour the participants, to 

maintain high standards of ethical and socially responsible practice, and to 

present the results in a comprehensive and holistic manner. 

Ethics 

With the permission of my employer, the Ministry for Children and Families. 

I identified fellow probation officen and other helping professionals in 

Victoria willing and able to provide access to former clients. They were 

asked to advertise for parents willing to be interviewed, to provide those 

individuals with an introductory letter (Appendix 1) and to assist people 

where necessary to contact the researcher. Only parents whose children 

were no longer clients of the youth justice system were eligible to 

participate. This assured voluntary participation with the absence of a 

power-over relationship. Participating parents provided their infomed 

consent (Appendix 2) after an initial telephone explanation of the research 



process and a more thorough discussion prior to starting the interview. The 

consent form clarified: 

- the researcher's role as a student; 

- the extent of participation and it's voluntary and wnfidential nature; 

- the ability to withdraw without consequence, with data wllected from a 

withdrawing participant destroyed immediately; 

- the ability to check validity through reading and editing a transcript of the 

interview; 

- the fact that participation would have no effect on future access to 

services; 

- the availability of my supeMsor for accountability; 

- access to the completed thesis. 

There were other ethical considerations to protect individual privacy. These 

included the use of first names in interviews, code names in field notes, and 

pseudonyms in transcripts. All other identming material was removed. 

Secure storage of confidential data was assured, and a time frame 

established for destruction of raw data. Access to raw data was restricted to 

the researcher. 

The University of Victoria Human Research Ethics Committee granted 

a p proval to these ternis before any contact occurred with participants. 



The Research Site 

Site information cornes from personal knowledge, augmented by a 

telephone inteMew with two Victoria area probation officers and an intemet 

search of the Capital Regional District (www.crd.bc.ca) and other 

governmental web sites. 

The greater Victoria area, also known as the Capital Regional District 

(CRD), is on the southem tip of Vancouver Island, a two hour feny ride from 

Vancouver, British Columbia. The Region consists of twelve separate 

municipalities in a 2,451 square kilometre area with a population of 

approximately 334,368 people (www.bcstats.gov.bc.ca). The economy is 

primarily service sector, with health care and public administration the 

largest industries in t e n s  of employment. This reflects the high population 

of retired citizens and Victoria's status as the provincial capital. The region 

is also home to a naval base, university, college, and a booming tourist 

trade. 

Some geographers consider the CRD population ideal in ternis of the ability 

to provide amenities without the disadvantages of larger metropolitan 

areas. However, problems of poverty, hornelessness, drug addiction and 

crime on downtown streets have grown during the past decade. The Capital 

Urban Poverty Project estimates that 15% of the regional population lives 

below the Statistics Canada poverty line, with First Nations people, single 



parents and elderly women disproportionately represented among the poor 

(www.crd.bc.ca/poverty). The high cost of housing is one factor in regional 

poverty. Nonetheless, many consider the CRD a desirable place to live due 

to the moderate climate, access to amenities and spectacular location. 

There are three main probation offices in the CRD, and two satellite 

operations, with a current campfernent of 11 probation officers They work 

out of rnultidisciplinary teams within the Ministry for Children and Families 

(MCF), which was created in 1996 to provide a more integrated service 

delivery system. There are two courthouses in the Region, each with a 

separate administration and crown counsel office. Each municipality has its 

own police force, either municipal or RCMP, along with separate municipal 

govemments. The resultant multi-jurisdictional confusion caused one 

probation officer to describe Victoria as "a bizarre place to work". Despite 

that assessment, the CRD is acknowledged as probably the best-resourced 

area of British Columbia in terrns of support programming for youth and 

farnilies dealing with the legal system. In one interesting anomaly, the two 

Vancouver Island regions of MCF, with the CR0 home to approxirnately 

50% of the Island population, have the highest rate of youth incarceration in 

British Columbia (Jobe, 1999). 

Aside from the disruption of the amalgamation of five separate youth 

serving Ministnes to create MCF, the 1997 murder of Reena Virk had a 

significant impact on the Capital Region. This 14 year old girl was 



"swarrned" and beaten before k i n g  drowned, resutting in charges against 

six different youths, five of whom were girls. Amidst the clamor of ongoing 

national publicity and a search for both explanation and an antidote to 

youth violence, there was extra work at al1 levels of the court system to deal 

with the perpetrators. Proceedings to transfer to adult court, psychiatric 

assessments, sentencing reports, and bail supervision all took place under 

intense media scrutiny- 

The probation officers interviewed indicated that many positive anti-bullying 

initiatives were developed in the Virk aftemath, but a down side was the 

zero tolerance policy adopted in schools, resutting in expulsion of more 

young people. There was also confusion created when outside officiais 

were brought in to conduct the prosecutions, and their lack of familianty 

with local resources resulted in both scheduling and communication 

difficulties. Altogether, there was definitely strain on the system during a 

period of two to three years, the same period that involved the parents in 

this study. 

Participant Profiles 

The following information gives a picture of the research participants and 

their affected children. This demographic data is not presented with the 

intention of in depth analysis from which any conclusions can be drawn, but 

to assist the reader in understanding the context of the parental experience. 

Demographic sirnilarities are purely coincidental to the extent that the only 



criteria specifically sought out was the past experience of parenting a child 

who had been arrested, on probation or in custody. 

Ten parents participated in six separate interviews, including two individuals 

and four couples, six women and four men. Of the individual interviewees, 

one was a single parent mother and a second had been a single parent 

mother but was living with her new partner when her son offended. Her new 

spouse was interested in an interview but scheduling difficulties proved 

prohibitive. There were three couples with long established mamages, and 

a fourth couple comprised of a single parent father and spouse who 

mamed during his son's terni of probation. 

All of these people were Caucasian, heterosexual and, with one exception, 

gainfully employed or financially secure with apparent middle class status. 

The exception was a single mother on income assistance. Each of the six 

families contained hivo or three children, with two blended families having 

more. Two families no longer had any children living at home. 

As it happened, the six children who were considered in this study were 

boys, and in each case they were the youngest child in their family. They 

were al1 primarily property offenders, although in four situations there had 

been incidents of violence between father and son. Two boys were diverted 

from court, two were adjudicated on only one occasion resulting in a 



probation order, and two were multiple offenders who had been on 

probation. in residential attendance prograrns, and in custody. 

The relative similarity of the sampfe in ternis of race and class is an obvious 

limitation of this study. A more diverse group would have contained parents 

of female young offenden, people of different cultures including First 

Nations, and more people on limited incornes. The lack of diversity, 

however, does not detract from the legitimate story the following 

participants have to tell, nor the lessons that can be leamed from the broad 

variety of justice system encounters represented. Following are short 

descriptions of the participants, presented in order from those parents 

working with minimal to high system penetration. 

Diverted Without Conseauences 

This parent is a working mother of two daughters (one still at home) and 

one son, and lives in a middle class suburb. After several years as a single 

parent, she now has a common-law spouse. Their CO-habitation and move 

to the current home roughly coincided with her son's arrest for theft from 

parked cars. He was diverted without forrnal consequences based on the 

family's decision to work with a counsellor available through the police 

detachment. An older daughter had previously been given a police warning 

for smoking marijuana at a community centre. 



Diverted with Commun& Service 

This mother and father have two teen-aged boys and live in an affluent 

middle-class suburb. Their younger son became rebellious as he reached 

adolescence and would go into violent rages. They eventually called the 

police when he stole their vehicle. He was diverted at court after the crown 

counsel discussed the situation with the parents. The diversion plan 

involved cornmunity service houn and counselling with a police based 

family counsellor. 

Six Months on Probation 

This parent is a single mother and student on income assistance who lives 

in rented accommodation. She has two grown children and a son still at 

home. She went through her husband's illness. a violent mamage break- 

down, and a child custody battle in recent years. Her youngest son, 

suspected of having Attention Deficit Disorder, developed out of control 

anger, was expelled from school at age eleven, and went into foster care at 

his mothefs request after being assaulted by his father. At age thirteen. the 

boy went to Court for stealing money and a knife from his mum's boyfriend. 

and spent a night in jail for breaking an Undertaking. In both circumstances. 

his rnother tumed him in. His six-month probation order required reporting 

to a probation officer and school attendance. He had one previous 

experience of diversion with community service for theft from his school. 



One Year on Probation 

This couple includes a twice-divorced father of three and his new spouse, 

who has two adult daughten. They live in a small suburban house where 

the father resided alone when his 16 year old son, living with his mother on 

the East Coast, was convided of purse-snatching. The father had tumed 

down a request to take the boy four yean earlier due to his second Me's 

objections, but this time agreed, despite not having been involved since the 

boy was four. He and his new spouse were dating when the youth amved. 

but are now mamed. The boy was on probation for a year, with conditions 

to reside with his father, report to a probation officer, and avoid anyone with 

a criminal record. The situation quickly deteriorated and the boy eventually 

moved out on his own. 

Probation to Open Custody - an "Ordeal of Pure Helr 

This mother and father are a professional couple with three children, two 

girls and a younger boy. and live in an established neighbourhood. Their 

daughters are accomplished musicians and al1 three children were active in 

organized activities, but the son began stealing from his family at age 12. 

He was involved with drugs. was fint on probation at 13, and continued to 

commit crimes and be involved in correctional programs the next five years. 

He nanowly avoided going to jail when his father arranged an out of 

province training placement. The parents experienced this five years of 

their life as an endurance test, an "ordeal of pure hell". 



Six Months in Secure Custodv - "No Ex~lanation" 

This father and mother are another professional couple living in a well- 

appointed rural neighbourhood. They have a married daughter and a 

younger son, who had some difficulties in elementary school but was a 

manageable child. He undenvent a major personality change at age 

thirteen when he was caught for shoplifting and fan away a week later. He 

was in and out of the family home the next five years, his longest stay being 

five months. Otherwise, he was on the streets or in correctional programs, 

including serving two separate sentences of six months in custody. The 

parents dealt with countless resources and professionals, most of them 

appreciated but a few with whom they struggled. They now recognize their 

son's pattern of behaviour and his suffering from depression, wbich 

appeared to begin at puberty. They remain unable to explain his tumoil, 

other than by a late diagnosis of Attention Deficit Disorder or the 

unsubstantiated possibility that he was sexually abused at some point. 

They believe he is now past his crirninal life, but he rernains troubled in 

other ways, perhaps the aftennath of his time in the system. 



CHAPTER FIVE: DATA PRESENTATION 

This chapter details the results of data gathering with the parents 

interviewed, whose circumstances were outlined in the previous discussion 

of sampling. The data is organized in relation to five main categories of 

analysis, each of which contains a varying number of sub categories. The 

first category, Parental Work, discusses the extra work involved in 

parenting a young offender. This includes work that is focussed on the 

child, connected to the youth justice system, work on oneself and in relation 

to others. The second category, Parental Support, examines how 

participants coped and their access to support. Sub-categories include 

support within the adult unit, from extended family and fnends, from the 

youth justice and social service systerns, and support from the community 

at large. 

The next category is Structural Constraints, a consideration of the systemic 

obstacles parents expenenced. Arnong these obstacles are individual 

factors, such as personal values and beliefs, and system constraints, 

including legal structures and the organization of services. This section also 

looks at societal constraints, such as peer culture, social pressure and 

poverty. The fourth category is Participation and Empowerment, a section 

that reviews parental involvement versus exclusion in the youth justice 

process. Examples from the data demonstrate where parental participation 



was either diminished or enhanced. The fah and final category, Impacts 

Upon Parents, looks at the overall effects of the experience on parents in 

relation to their child. the system and themselves. 

The overlaps between the identified categories and the overall themes that 

emerged from analysis will form part of the discussion in Chapter Six. 

Although the data presented here is extensive, it is expected and hoped 

that future research will uncover the experience of a more diverse group of 

parents than considered in this study. 

Parental Work 

The fact that parenting under any circumstances involves work cannot be 

denied, although our society does not always afford such 

acknowledgement. According to one mother interviewed, 5.1 take my kids 

lives serioosly. This is almost like a job for me." Another mother described 

the nurnber of different helping professionals dealt with over the course of 

her son's offending and, when asked if that felt like work, she replied, "Oh 

yeah. It was a full time jobn. Her statement is indicative of the extra tasks 

that corne when a child offends, tasks disproportionately camed out by 

mothers. This was noticeable in intewiews with couples, as women tended 

to identify chores associated with their child's offending as work more 



readily than did men. Nevertheless, it was also clear that fathers' work 

increased significantly in such circumstances. 

The parental work in this sample appeared to fall into four main categories, 

focussing either on the child, the youth justice and social welfare system, 

the parent themselves, or on the parental relationship to others. It is 

acknowiedged that these categories are arbitrary to the extent that rnuch of 

the work has overiapping aspects. The extent of this extra parental work 

varied in relation to the degree of difficuit behaviour presented by the child, 

andlor the swpe of involvement with an outside system. 

Child Focussed Work 

1. Decision making: '7ough choices" 

The first question posed to research participants asked them to recall their 

initial dealings with the youth justice system. For several. this involved 

making the agonizing decision to turn their child in to the police. This 

generally came as a last resort, an act of desperation, after numerous 

attempts to deal with difficult behaviour unsuccessfully. One rnother 

described this decision as the toughest thing that she had to do throvghout 

her son's time in the system. "1 mean, the cop satin the kitchen with us and 

said we could drop this matter.. ..But / figured it was the only way 1 could 

deal wlth this to show him he could not get away with it". Two other parents, 

whose son had been regularly stealing from them. described beirig "up 



against the hard wa//. We had nowhere to go with this". Another farnily 

described how they were "really badly tom. Like we really wrassled with it 

before we decided to go ahead and do sornething". 

The work of decision making carried on for these families, as numemus 

tough choices had to be made. Three families had to agonize over the 

decision of whether or not to put their child into govemment care in 

response to ongoing problern behaviour. This decision was made tougher 

for one mother when, after her son's stay in voluntary foster care, she was 

forced to choose between him retuming home prematurely or the Province 

taking permanent care. In other situations, parents grappted with whether or 

not to allow their son back home after ninaways to the streets or time in 

custody. When I rernarked how tough a decision that must have been, one 

father answered that "it was, very, but.. . it wasn 't going to be any good for 

us. We were trying to maintain some semblance of a Iife, like we couldn't 

leave him at home because at that time he would bring al1 his friends in and 

haul al1 our stuff away". 

2. Supervision and Vigilance: "..organize hirn out of bed" 

A second category of child focussed work involved day to day supervision 

of an acting out teen, and vigilance to pmtect the household from thefts and 

violence. Supervision could include trying to ensure school attendance, as 

one father put it after enrolling his son in a private school: "1 spent a lot of 



tirne and energy to monitor the situation. My son would notice that 1 had got 

my nose quite involved in his ljfe: One rnother actually escorted her 

teenage son to school to make sure he attended. For one couple whose 

son was not going to school, supervision work included planning and 

organizing his time whenever he was home, providing the s t~c tu re  he 

needed to function : " . . . . we would fry to build as much structure into it, so 

that you were basically his organizer. You had to organize him out of bed, 

and throughout the day. That was very wearing: 

Another aspect of supe~s ion  was monitoring associates, as one father 

was required by his son's Court order. "He was resbained from hanging 

around with people with a crimnal record. Now, nobody walks around with 

a sign on their forehead.. . " According to a single murn, "1 don 't by to pick 

his friends, but 1 try to sort of steer him away from some of them? Another 

mother had to contend with her son's decision to maintain his CO-accused, 

who had a history of offending, as his best friend. She eventually decided 

that open monitoring of the relationship was healthier than having the boy 

go behind her back and lie about it. 

This type of vigilance applied to both people and property. One family 

descri bed the work of "re-ordering the household", for example putting locks 

on bedroom doors in response to their son's thieving. Another father 

described having to be at home whenever his son was there, lest the boy 



either damage property or physically intimidate his mother. "You know, we 

would want to be home al/ the time to protect the home, the sibling, the dog 

or whatever! . . . I  felt very uncornfortable about leaving him alone with my 

wife, his mom, . . .He was physically intimidating.. . " 

3. Looking for Answers and Help: W e  looked for the longest tirne" 

The search for an explanation for the transformation of a child's behaviour 

was the source of ongoing hard work for several parents, along with the 

effort to find specific types of help and placement resources. W e  had no 

idea what was causing him to seem to go off the rails like this. . . . . . he just 

seemed like he was becorning selfdestructive. And we looked for the 

longest time, for years, to ûy and figore out what had caused this 

disruption ". 

, The search for help had generally begun prior to justice system 

involvement, whether through contact with school wunsellors, family 

doctors, or mental health professionals. This search continued. depending 

on the young person's response to fomal intervention: ".. .you would try to 

enlist as rnuch help fiom psychologists or psychiatrists, whatever - we 

would beg (our son) to hang in there and see it through no matter what it is, 

but he would never see it that way ...". Along with finding answers to the 

troubling behaviour, parents became involved in the search for placement 

resources, whether temporary respite or longer term rehabilitation of some 



sort. One father found a work experience placement for his son out of 

province. made al1 the arrangements and presented that to the Judge as a 

sentencing option on his son's last of numerous Court appearances. 

4. Providing Materially: 

Parents also worked to provide matenally for their children. This went 

beyond the nom in many instances, including replacement of damaged 

property, paying for private school, replacing clothes lost during time away 

from home, and providing for special needs like medication and equipment 

for Court ordered programs. There was also the expenditure of tirne, as 

families went to visit their son at a custodial program, sometimes in the 

same community but other times a full day's joumey away. 

System Focussed Work 

1. Attending Court and Appointments: "It seemed we were always in court" 

Al1 of the parents interviewed had work to do attending appointments with 

their child. This ranged from the diversion process, involving one trip to the 

police station and a series of counselling appointments, to five years 

dealing with youth Court. Going to Court also involved spending time there: 

"It seemed we were always in Court. And of course you're at the 

Courthouse for quite a bit of time, and very little of that tirne is actually 

spent in the CourWoom". It was not uncornmon to spend several hours 



waiting for a Court appearance of several minutes, and this could be after 

waiting anywhere from three to six months from the date of the offence. 

Taking a youth to systemdriven appointments, whether seen as a helpful 

process or not. involved time, effort and parental persistence. For one 

mother, it was worth the effort of taking the entire family for counselling, 

despite child resistance: "It's been very helpful for us as a newly blended 

family. The kids really don't think they are getting anyfhing out of it , but 1 

think there is a lot they get just from osmosisn This family saw their son's 

offence as an opening to do necessary work identified through counselling 

sessions. For a single mother, there was a significant gap between the 

helpful suggestions of counsellors and the work she had to do to follow up. 

Another father resented al1 the time spent taking his son to meet with 

psychologists and psychiatrists, describing the process as "mumbo jumbo 

going no where ". 

2. Interaction with Agencies: Y spent days on the phone" 

The logical extension of having different agencies to deal with was the work 

of negotiating and problem solving that arose. This involved telephone work 

to maintain contact and meetings to attend. Even when a child living in a 

respite home to give the parents a break, they still worked to get him to 

appointments, with the added task of coordinating schedules with respite 

agency personnel. One mother recalled problems that arose when her son 



developed a skin condition while in custody, or when a residential program 

disagreed with a psychiatrie recommendation for medication: 'Y spent days 

on the phone". Her son's comings and goings within the system resulted in 

seemingly endless work communicating with different officials: uAlways on 

the phone. Always on the phone". The work of problem solving tended to 

take away whatever peace of rnind was gained through the youth's 

placement in a resource. 

Throughout this process, parents were working at leaming about the 

vanous systems they had to deal with. These systems included the police, 

the Youth Court, Crown Counsel and defence lawyers, the probation office, 

Ministry for Children and Families and their various social work 

departments, the Youth Forensic clinics, residential attendance programs, 

private and public sector counselling agencies, altemate school pmgrams, 

and the open and secure custody centres. The ovewhelrning scale of 

these inter-connected but not necessarily CO-ordinated systems made for a 

slow and frustrating learning process, witti the early stages described by 

one couple as %undering around". 

3. Documentary Work: "copies of everythingn 

The administrative work of having a child in the system included the 

inevitable filling in of forms and providing data. The more agencies one 

dealt with, the more application, referral and consent forms were required. 



This became more complex when dealing with the MCF foster care system. 

There was also the process of becoming disentangled from the systern. For 

example. if a youth goes into custody for thirty days or more. the Province 

applies for the federal child tax benefit. It is then incumbent on the parents 

to reapply for the benefit on release. 

Parents also received reports and assessment from the different programs 

and agencies dealt with. One mother wanted to share information from a 

psychiatnc assessment along with material wntten by her son while in 

custody. She displayed a stack of five year's worth of documentation about 

her son. and spoke about finding time to file it in an orderly fashion: 'we 

seemed to get copies of everything. 1 haven't got them in files and as 1 find 

them around the house I try to get them into one place". 

Self Focussed Work 

1 . Maintaining Own Identity: Some semblance of a /ifen 

As parents found themselves responding to different levels of their teen's 

behaviour, effort was required to maintain an identity and life that was not 

totally consumed by the troubles. One couple discussed their effort to 

maintain who they were despite their son pushing them to respond in an 

abusive way to justify his rebellion, as indicated in this example of dialogue 

between parent (P) and researcher (R): 



P. "lt was fiustrating for him because we didn't change. We stayed the 

people that we are. He was trying to make us, you kno W.. . . n 

R. "lnto some kind of villain?" 

P. "Yeah. Exactly? 

Another couple spoke of their struggle to maintain "some semblance of a 

lifen to wunter the feeling that their son's behaviour was taking over W e  

were totally - evew thought we had was of (ouf son). Every tirne the phone 

rang.. . ". 

Some parents found that their social life was curtailed significantly: "lt was 

like we were caught in a time warp and wuldn't get out and become a 

couple again. We couldn't become individuals or go anywhere or have 

anyone over or whatever." They dealt with their son's behaviour at the 

expense of their own relationship: W e  spent a lot of time discussing his 

problerns with ourselves when we could have been doing other things, like 

enjoying Iife or whatever". Still, people had to keep a household going and 

get to work or school. Of course. this meant not only maintaining oneself in 

a work environment after being up half the night, but wonying about what 

was waiting on the retum home. One couple were so womed about their 

son's stealing that they inquired about the cost of hiring a secunty firm to 

rnonitor the house so they muld go out for an evening. 



2. Coping With Stress: 

The effects of severe stress will be discussed later, but coping with that 

stress involved considerable effort for several parents. For some couples. 

this involved one parent coping alone Mi le the other recovered from a 

stress related ailment. A single mother tumed to her doctor for uhappy pills: 

One father walked the dog to manage his anger. Another mother had to 

leam relaxation techniques to deal with her body's reaction to debilitating 

stress. 

For many parents, coping with stress involved looking for support. One 

couple actively sought help through the Parents Together group (PT), but 

experienced frustration when it did not seem to meet their needs. Another 

mother also sought support through PT, but found the scheduling problems 

and her lack of transportation prohibited attendance. This worked out 

differently for a second couple, who not only experienced PT as "a 

lifesavef, but eventually took on the additional voluntary work of facilitating 

the group. The effort to reach out to others was something several parents 

experienced in the later stages of their involvement, as they became more 

cornfortable discussing their circumstances and were sought out by friends 

for the benefit of their experience. 



3. Contending With Hopes, Expectations and Contradictions: 

For severai parents, this was the most difficult aspect of their experience. It 

was difficuft to face the fact that one's child was in trouble with the law, and 

even more difficult if that trouble was ongoing. One mother spoke about 

having to work against the tendency to not tackle the problems highfighted 

by her son's offending. Another couple remembered how one or the other, 

at times. wanted to run away. They spoke about their loss of expectations 

and dreams, such as for their son to achieve like his older siblings. They 

wished that they could "wrap him in cotton batton" so that he would emerge 

from adolescence with the least damage to himself and others. Two 

separate families spo&e about diminishing expectations, from the hope that 

a child would graduate to just wanting hirn to go to school, to just wanting 

him to go to school "today". 

Even more difficult to contend with was the huge contradiction between the 

pleasant young man with good qualities who emerged at times, and the 

hellion who "violated our entire /ives". Another boy's lack of malice made 

him "an easy kiû to love", but left his mother expressing the wish "that he 

was abusive or something so 1 could hate him". For one father, the 

toughest work was reconciling the contradiction of how one's 'own flesh 

and blood could be so uncaring", yet "when he's at his best he's the 

greatest kid in the world". Such comments evidenced how deeply parents 



needed to make sense of what was happening, and how much work that 

involved in the absence of answers. 

Other-Focussed Work 

1. As a Family: 

Each participant family had one or more other children and in al1 cases the 

offending child was the youngest. Some siblings were still at home, while 

others had moved on. For most families, the offending behaviour of one 

child had significant impact on the othen. Mothers and fathen therefore 

had to work on the resentment felt by siblings when they had possessions 

stolen, or when they were compelled to come to farnily counselling. Parents 

also had to continue trying to meet the needs of other children in the 

context of household disruption or preoccupation with the offending child. 

2. As a Couple: 

Couples also had to work on their primary relationship, as friction inevitably 

arose over difficult decisions or in reaction to stress. One couple spoke of a 

tendency to "snap at each othef. A mother had to deal with her husband's 

inclination to send their boy packing: "(My husband) also had health 

problems, so it was a concern and it was either (husband) or (son) at that 

point, bot what's going to happen here?" After an unsuccessful search for 

respite, her inclination to stick with it prevailed. In a second family, mother 

and son would sometimes align to counter dad's angry response to a 



situation. The father felt that his wife might then blame him if their son ran 

away, but was relieved that she never did, Another mother felt relationship 

pressure when her son stole fmm her boyhiend, as did a dad, whose future 

spouse nearly left him over the intense father-son conflid. In al1 of these 

circumstances, work was required to maintain the aduk relationships. 

3. Extended Family and Community: 

A final area of other-focussed work involved dealing with extended family, 

neighbours, friends and communtty. For one family, secrecy became an 

issue as the mother dealt with whether or not to tell and whose 

responsibility it was to disclose her son's offending within the extended 

family. In another situation, parents had to contend with neighbours and a 

friend victimized by their son. Most parents found they had to be selective 

regarding who was told about the offending behaviour, so maintaining 

confidentiality required effort, as did the supermarket encounten with 

people wanting to exchange family news. 

Parental Su~port 

Parents interviewed had varying degrees of ready access to different types 

of support. and similarly variable levels of awareness of their need for 

support and comfort over seeking it. In asking where they found or received 

help, support and encouragement to cope with their circumstances. I was 

attempting to understand buth practical and interactive issues. The 



information gathered therefore said as much about the social safety net. 

youth justice system and extended community as it did about these 

individual parents. This will be expanded upon in the next chapter, where 

issues regarding the absence of support will also be discussed. 

Parental support appeared to fall into four categories: that found within the 

immediate adult unit consisting of self and partner (if applicable); the 

extended social network of family. friends and associates; the youth justice 

and social service systems; and the broader wmmunity. 

Support Within the Adult Unit 

1. A Supportive Partner: "we just had each other to rely onn 

It was very clear from the couples inteMewed that being part of a strong 

primary relationship was helpful. particulady with the ability to talk 

extensively with one's partner. According to a newly mamed father. "My 

wife and 1, we're wide open with each other. About everything. So we just - 
you know - we talk a lot". A mother spoke of her experience in contrast to 

views expressed by friends about the toll on mamages from parenting a 

young offender: ". . .it either drives parents apart.. ... or you hang in there 

together and help each other to be strong. 1 feel really lucky that we've 

been able to build a parinership. But not everyone 1 know handled it that 

way". One couple talked to each other in the absence of any alternative: 

"So, we just had each other to rely on, and if we hadn't been the two of us 



to talk to, who knows what might have happened. We would have to talk 

about it at great length". In an interesting contrast, one mother had been a 

single parent for many years and felt quite competent. StiII, she valued her 

new partner's support for the security and solidanty it provided in dealing 

with the children. 

2. Personal Philosophy and Farnily Values: 

Parents drew support from their own beliefs and values, whether formally 

constituted or otherwise. For one mother whose ex-husband was not close 

to their son, this included awareness of her own limitations in being unable 

to offer the boy a male perspective. She also possessed a value handed 

down from her own mother that encourageci seeking help with the 

challenges of parenting. These beliefs enabled her to view counselling as a 

necessary tool devoid of stigma, and she was rewarded with an effective 

counsellor who assisted the farnily and her son as they woriced through 

their issues. 

One family gained strength from a philosophy of holding together through 

adversity. They also considered some friends' suggestion that destiny had 

played a role in giving them a challenging son: "(our son) was put here on 

earth to help us to grow and we were the right parents for hirn that he had 

these lessons to learn himself". For another couple, their belief in 

accountability for one's actions enabled them to accept the court process, 



even when it meant their son went to jail. The father in this case gained 

soiace from prayer, which also gave him a sense of connection with his 

son, who was receiving spiritual support Mi le  in custody. 

3. Financial Support 

Of the six families in te~ewed three were financially cornfortable such that 

monetary pressure was not an issue. Two families Iived in less affluent 

circumstances, but nevertheless felt financially secure. The final family was 

struggling below the poverty line, and access to material resources was 

very much an issue. Sometimes they were without a vehicle. and their diet 

was often sub-standard. They relied on income assistance or student loans 

for subsistence, and to fund the boy's recreational opportunities. Those 

other parents who were financially secure were aware of their material well- 

being as a source of support, and could not imagine how they might have 

managed otherwise. 

Support From Extended Family. Friends and Associates 

1 . Extended Family: 

This was not a universal source of support. Several people did not have 

relatives either alive or accessible to provide assistance. In other cases, 

moral support was provided in the f o n  of ernpathic communication, or the 

already noted transmission of values: "1 was raised by a mother who 

believed that if you have to go to somebody else for help, then you go and 



ask for help". One mother received understanding from a sister in-law. a 

sister and her parents, who continued to accept and care about their 

wayward nephew or grandson. Older children were a source of support in 

several instances. Two families had older daughten with whom they could 

discuss things. and in one situation the daughter provided respite care from 

time to time. Of the families struggling the most, none had relatives who 

could provide placement support. 

2. Friends: 

Most people agreed with the need to be selective in whom one 

approached, whether family or friends. One mother relied extensively on 

talking to close friends. whom she described as "very important", also using 

the words "nonjudgmentalff. For another, her friends were clearly non- 

supportive. giving unwelwme advice that she considered abusive towards 

her son. The exception was a friend who was going through a similar 

struggle with her boy. One couple found themselves unable to approach 

anyone with the problem, without feeling worse for the effort: u..there were a 

few times when we definitely needed some help, and we'd go to talk to 

sornebody and it's like you've got another head. Like you Le got a second 

head or something that doesn't belong here, you know. So that would mean 

you'û go back to dealing with it yourselr. These comments reinforced the 

value of family and friends who were accepting or could relate through 

personal experience. 



3. Others: 

Another significant asset was support from an infonned friend or relative, 

someone close with knowiedge about the system. One father had a second 

cousin who worked in the corrections system, and found it supportive 

speaking with him "because he knew". Another mum recalled a time visiting 

her son in a residential placement up Island when her husband could not 

accornpany her: "My friend W came with me so 1 didn 't drive alone, and 

she had been a probation offcer before.. .and so she kind of knew some of 

the things that were down the road. . . . very supportive". This sa me mother 

noted the support received from work colleagues who would see how 

distressed she appeared and encourage her to seek help. Another rnother 

remarked how colleagues marveled that she was not off on stress leave, 

and she drew strength from a feeling of competence at work. 

Sumort From the Youth Justice and Social Service Svstems 

This section may strike skeptical readers as surpnsing, given the generally 

positive tone of participant comments. It is important to note that the 

identification of system support does not over ride the fact participants also 

experienced much that was missing. The theme of lack of support will be 

discussed in the next section on constraints and again in chapter six. 

1. Resource Placements: 

Although parents had issues with different aspects of the available helping 

resources, most offered positive comments about people in the system, 



with occasions of poor seMce attributad to lack of staffing. One mother 

acknowledged the support of the foster care system, including the back up 

she received from foster parents and her MCF placement worker - "she 

was awesome". Apart from the supportive seMces provided. including 

foster placement and an activQ worker for her son, this mum appreciated 

that her worker actually tumed out for al1 the meetings with school officiais. 

In another situation, a family felt supported by their son being declined a 

foster placement when he first ran away. They felt their boy should retum 

home, and were grateful that the Ministry agreed. 

Two families appreciated the support of residential programs that housed 

and worked with their sons, with the positive attitude of most people 

encountered a real plus. As one rnother exclaimed, "they were fabulous: 

For another family, placement in a particular resource was very timely 

because "we were ready for a nervous breakdown: This family 

acknowledged utilizing the social services network Wo the maxn For these 

families, even although the many programs tri& did not bring about the 

desired change, they still found the staff "very professional and 

knowledgeablen This engendered a sense of hope from which to draw 

support. One couple hoped that people in the system would see their boy 

as salvageable, and that he might make a positive connection with 

someone whereby "a light would go onn. 



2. Youth Justice Otficials: 

Several people mentioned positive support from court officials. particulariy 

the crown counsel: W e  actually did see the prosecutor every time we 

went.. . We talked to him a lot. 1 would rather see the prosecutor than the 

lawyei'. This appeared to reflect parent's appreciation of straig htforward 

information regarding both process and outcome. Significantly. the farnily 

that most relied upon crown noted that their son had a different lawyer 

every time in court. Another family appreciated the fact their son always 

had the same lawyer. and that he gave The best words of encouragement" 

they received, to the effect that their son would eventually grow out of his 

criminal behaviour. A third family appreciated the wisdom of crown counsel, 

in bringing them in to discuss options and eschewing the punitive American 

justice system without minimizing their son's offence. 

The police were acknowledged as supportive in several instances. One 

mother who had significant criticisms of police practices also noted how 

tickled her son was when they recovered his stolen cigarette lighter from 

another community. Another family was pleased that their son's charges 

proceeded as the police had indicated. relieving their uncertainty. For 

another mum. police support in both looking for her son and checking back 

to see that she was alright seemed like going the extra mile. She and her 

husband also appreciated police reassurance that their troubled son was 

not like his companions. who seemed destined for a life of crime. 



Judges were a h  supportive in certain instances. One father remarked that 

al1 the judges they dealt with were willing to hear their views and atternpted 

to understand their son. Another father credited the last judge to sentence 

his son with great wisdom, in not imposing jail but agreeing to a work 

placement found by the family: "If 1 met him on the sbeet, 1 would hug hirn". 

Probation officers were supportive allies for familias with long terni 

involvement in the system. One family noted the support of the probation 

officer in getting their boy out of a residential program that was becoming 

counter productive. Another family felt fortunate when a particufar ofTicer 

took on their son's supervision after they experienced a first terni of 

probation as futile: "And that made a huge difference. Al1 of a sudden we 

felt as if there was somebody who was interested in seeing some true 

rehabilitation, and also helping us with (our son): These parents also 

found the probation officer supportive with his time and concem, even when 

there was little he could do to help otherwise: "R was a rock. We could 

phone him up and cry on his shoulder.. .and we would Say 'we've just got to 

our wit's end and don't know what to do!' He would Say, '1'!1 be up. Put the 

coffee on '. He was incredible 

3. The Court's Authority: 



Although this experience was very mixed. there was one example of the 

probation order itself as a source of support. One mother relieci on the 

order to get her son to attend school, and found it effective for the short 

time it was in place. Another parent provided evidence of this, lamenting 

that his son's order did not have the conditions needed for meaningful 

support. 60th families who experienced diversion feit the consequences 

experienced by their son had been appropriate and supportive of what they 

needed. The two families whose boys had experienced jail, troubling as that 

was, had also gained some support. For one, their son's short experience 

had been a wake up call. For the other couple, their boy's times in custody 

provided ". . . the fimes we were most relaxed and closest to a normal life.. . " 

Support From the Community 

1. Effective Counselling: 

The key word here is effective. All the parents intewiewed dealt with a 

variety of counsellors, but not always in a supportive context. The mother 

who accessed police based counselling for her son within two weeks of his 

arrest had the most positive experience. The combination of ready access 

and a counselling approach that worked in the circumstances made for a 

supportive and positive resolution. Another family enjoyed similar success. 

but had to wait several months to see results. As with a third family, these 

parents appreciated a counsellor who could relate to them while also 

making a strong connection with their child. The arnenability of the 



particular youth appeared to be a key factor, and the three families whose 

boys were more entrenched in criminal behaviour had less favourable 

experiences of counselling. 

2. Employment Circumstances: 

It is notable that only one family inte~kwed was dealing with 

unemployment, and most others described the flexible nature of their 

employment as a supportive factor. This involved either home-based 

ernployment, or a flexible schedule enabling a parent to be in the home at 

crucial times or take time off when required. For one mother, a supportive 

boss was vital. particularly given the lack of a contracted provision to take 

time off for Court. With her boss's support, this rnurn was able to daim sick 

time and thereby avoid losing pay. 

Another source of employment based support was the availability of work 

related counselîing. Two people took advantage of this, and for one mum it 

proved a turning point in her effort to cope: "...I think that was where 1 got 

my final grounding in realizing that 1 wasn't a bad person. That this child 

wasn't acting out about me being a bad parentn. Given the opposite feeling 

this mother got from dealing with counsellors who worked with her son, it 

seems significant that the Employee Assistance program was solely 

focussed on helping her and her husband, who also attended. 



3. Parents Together: 

Three families had experience with the Parents Together (PT) support 

group. One mother attended only once due to transportation problems, 

another couple fett they did not fa in. The third family found PT their most 

significant source of support - "a Iifesavef, "a strong rock to cling to: W 

gave us the feeling that we were, you know. that we were not in it alone 

and that things were eventually going to work out". The group also provided 

support in the f o m  of hope, which came when people would report back 

about progress with their young person. This couple also gained strength 

through the father serving as a group facilitator for a time. with the sense 

that they were using their experience to help others- As noted eadier, the 

support of parents with similar experience of an acting-out child was also 

helpful outside the context of a support group. 

4. Church Support: 

For two fathers, support came from attending church or talking to their 

pastor. One dad was encouraged to attend by his daughter, and came to 

experience the church as an extended family. Another couple found their 

pasto r "very supportive.. ..for some reason, he always walked in here at the 

right time." Significantly, neither of these dads had extended family to draw 

upon. 



Structural Constraints 

Some of the following data reflect parent's responses when asked to 

comment directly on societal constraints that affected their exparience of 

parenting an offender. The intent is not to portray these individuals as 

societal critics with a unified perspective. They are not. Most did not 

connect their private troubles to public issues, but could still identify 

obstacles that were in their way. So the data in this section also represent 

an interpretation of various aspects of participant experiences. an 

interpretation pursued more thoroughly in the following chapter. 

Experience of structural constraints fell into three categories, based on 

factors originating with parents themselves, the youth justice and social 

service systems, and the larger society. 

Individual Factors 

Four families identified individual beliefs, perspectives or values that may 

have been obstacles to their attempts at coping under difficult 

circumstances. One couple acknowledged their individualistic perspective 

as something that inhibited them from reaching out to find support: W e  

always felt as though we had to look after ourselves. Nobody gave us 

anything, ever, in life. ..whatever we had we eamed, and we always 

believed that we had to look aRer our own problems, look afler our own 

kids.. .lt's our responsibility, and maybe that is where we were wrong". This 



couple also identified "baggage" from their respective upbringings, one very 

sheltered and the other abusive, that impinged upon the way in which they 

coped. This may have been significant in their perception that they did not 

fit into the available support group. 

A second couple acknowiedged their previous arrogance as an obstacle, as 

evidenced by this dialogue between father and mother: 

K. ". . . we thought we kne w everything: 

A. "And we had these first two children who were gMed and talented.. .And 

you know, we did al1 the right things.. .gymnastics and swimming.. .and 

drive them here and do that". 

K. "...out there on the soccer field; you just do al1 these things and things 

just fa11 into place. Well, it ain 't necessarily SO". 

The fact their boy had spent five years in the youth justice system despite 

al1 these efforts was a humbling experience, which upon reflection they 

considered a benefit he had given them. 

For another couple, their belief in individual accountability appeared to have 

actually worked against their son. Following their guidance, he had always 

pleaded guilty and declined to "play the legal game". '7hat was one of the 

things 1 stressed from the beginning. 1 told (him) and 1 said "1 hope that 

every time you do something you get caught. 1 pray that they catch you 

every time". The boy who was most often his co-accused had done the 



opposite, and ended up spending much less time in custody. Wou can see 

how some kids milk it, get away with fi. Right? This fiend.. . They did al1 the 

crime together ... and he virtually has only done a couple of weeks, 

compared to (our son's) yeaf'. 

For one father, his high expectations based on a fimi work ethic and a strict 

upbringing were more than his son wuld handle. Their attempt to live 

together for the first time when the boy was sixteen, with significant leaming 

and disciplinary problems, was a set up for both, a no win situation with 

predictably unhappy results. 

Svstem Constraints 

1. Legal Structure and Practice: 

The above example of different sentences for CO-accused youth was one 

instance of apparent injustice described by parents. A second couple 

observed that the Court system is not always a level playing field and is 

open to manipulation. While awaiting their son's case, they noticed that a 

youth being sentenced was described as "manipulative" in a pejorative 

sense. It occurred to them that lawyen actually got paid to be manipulative, 

in a sense modeling that behaviour for young people. Another mother could 

not help acknowledging legal competence, but felt defence lawyers 

sometimes did "too good a job", such as getting her son off easily for 



breaking his probation. This mother also found it unjust that her son was 

court ordered to stay away from another boy. but it was not reciprocal and 

the police did not respond when she complained about the other boy 

taunting her son. 

The uneven way of heanng parental voices in court was another system 

constraint. One mother was asked by the judge how her son was doing in 

school, but did not have the opportunity to ask for probation conditions she 

wanted that would have given her some support monitoring his dmg use. 

Another father was called from the East Coast to ask if he would take on 

his son under a court residency order. He was not asked about desirable 

probation conditions and was dismayed when he found the order without 

meaningful condlions, such as school attendance and a curfew. Other 

parents were uncertain how much weight their rernarks were given by the 

court, but thought judges listened to them respectfully. The hierarchical 

structure of the court was a factor in this regard, with judges positioned 

above everyone else. 

The time it took to process cases in court was also a concem. Many 

parents discussed the anxiety of waiting three to six months for their child's 

court case. This was particularly difficult if the problem behaviour continued 

while they waited. One mother womed about her son losing respect for the 

Court as his case kept being put over. Although the practice of diversion 



was more timely. she felt strongly that it should be enforceable to be 

effective. Another father expressed the view that the law does not 

effectively discipline young people. He suggested that basic expectations 

written into probation orders, beyond the meaningless "keep the peace and 

be of good behaviour", and easier procedures to amend orders would have 

been helpful in his situation. Another mum concurred, wishing her son's 

order could have been longer. 

2. Program Organization and Delivery Issues: 

Some helping resources had niles or practices that seemed incongruous 

with the supposed goal of supporting children and familias. In one such 

case, a mother who did not find it easy to ask for help felt the desperate 

need to find respite as her raging son and sick husband were at 

loggerheads. She called an agency that had been advertised through her 

son's school, only to find that she lived a block outside the catchment area! 

Another mother was successful getting her son into foster care, but then 

found he could not remain in voluntary care beyond a certain time frame. 

She was therefore forced to take him home, even though she felt unready, 

or face the alternative of losing guardianship. A further indignity was the 

loss of Ministry support when the boy left care, and her inability to pmvide 

anywhere near the material level he had in the foster home: "If you're not 

on the system, you can't get help a lot of the time". 



Another family found themselves up against perceived assumptions of 

youth forensic officiais and other counselling agencies. They fett these 

agencies assumed a mandate to examine parent's lives and focus 

counselling work on the family dynamics. which felt insulting in the face of 

an out of control teen. Consequently, they felt unsupported and resented 

the intrusion. Another mother also perceived assumptions that were 

problematic. this time on the part of the probation officer, as indicated in the 

following dialogue between parent (P) and researcher (R): 

P. u...but if 1 wasn't pushy maybe, or constantly phoning counsellors or the 

probation otficer.. . 1 feel (my son) would probably be lost". 

R. "So. maybe one of the messages for people like me and POs in the 

system is just because parents aren't beating down your door or phoning 

you al1 the tirne, donJt assume everything's okay". 

P.  '7hatJs right. exactly. Because some parents don? know how to do that. " 

One family found themselves and their son caught between conflicting 

diagnoses and remedies fmm different professionals. In one situation. a 

psychiatrist saw their son as depressed and prescribed medication, 

whereas certain staff in his residential program saw poor behaviour and 

were opposed to medication. They were also concemed that the program 

prescribed a restricted visiting schedule. when one of the aims in sending 

the boy there was to reconnect him wlh family. Later, they were forced to 

choose between their son being housed in a more pleasant camp facility 



that did not allow kids on medications, or having him stuck in the worst jail 

in the province. Given the nurnber of youth in the system diagnosed with 

Attention Deficit, this rule made no sense to them. 

3. Social Program Funding: 

This was an issue for several families, al1 of whom perceived the problem of 

waiting for coud as related to short staffing. One mother perceived her 

son's probation officer and the police as overworked, and therefore less 

interested in getting to know the boy or following up her concems. One 

example was the response she received on finding dnig paraphemalia in 

her son's room. m a t  do you want me to do with ii?", was the response 

from the probation officer. For another family, the total lack of contact from 

their son's first probation officer was evidence of overwork, or so they 

charitably surmised. They felt the same dealing with Youth Forensic, that 

the mental health professionals were preoccupied with high-profile 

offenders and less able to address a youth who kept stealing from his own 

family to support his drug use. 

A third family attributed the lack of medical attention afforded their son in 

custody to under-staffing over Christmas. He had a serious skin infection, 

an obvious case of impetigo to his mother's trained eye, and required 



antibiotics. Lack of staff delayed treatment for several days, and the facility 

declined a womed mum's request to take hirn to her own doctor. 

One mother noted the lack of training programs in the anay of youth 

resources. opportunlies for youth with low self-esteem to build skill and 

competence. She felt such a program might have given her son and others 

the opportunity to expen'ence success. Her husband found such a program 

out of province, but they were in an obvious minority in being able to access 

it. Otherwise, the two families who encountered a full range of resources 

felt that resources in British Columbia were adequate and in some cases 

very good, but were frustrated by their boys' lack of foflow up once through 

a program. 

Societal Constraints 

1. Peer Culture: 

One family specificafly raised this issue and several others referenced it in 

their comments. For the first parents, they were concerned about their 

son's inability to consolidate gains made while attending an outdoor 

challenge program once back into the community: u...and while he was 

there . . . . he was right on track. (Our son) was poing to change the world! But 

the minute he got back into a setting where he had other fnends who were 

either stealjng or smoking or in trouble, then he would be back with them. 

The influence only lasted five minutes and then he was off the wagon. 



... Very discouraging. And it was diswuraging that we couldn't be a 

stronger influence on Mm". 

All other parents acknowledged the pull of their son's peer group. One boy 

fell into the role of class entertainer and could not maintain himseff in a 

classroom. Another brought his friends to break into the parental home. A 

third said he would "take a bul1et"for his CO-accused. Another perceived his 

friends acting out against parental mistreatment. and his parents believed 

that he tried to push them into mistreating him to justify his rebellion: "lt 

was retaliation against the parents, and he didn Y have that. He could tell al1 

his fnends that he did, but then they would corne here and his friends said 

'You're nuts, buddy, you've got the nicest parents in the world. We 'll trade. 

You go to my home and my dad will beat the crap out of you' ". 

2. Social Pressures: 

Four families acknowledged feeling at some point that they were to blame 

for their child's offending. For one mum, this was short lived - "a little bit of 

'What have I done wrong? Am 1 one of those parents that is a little bit naive 

about where my kids are headed?' " She moved on fairly quickly to get 

help with her son's issues, associating feeling at fault with her general 

sense of responsibility. For another mum who was struggling with her son's 

anger, her isolation and lack of support made it difficult not to take on his 

inclination to blame her for choices he had made. With counselling help, 



she was able to resist her previous tendency to pick him up whenever he 

fell. 

The tendency to blame oneself was that much stronger as the behaviour 

continued. For a couple whose son kept on running away and stealing. they 

kept searching for an explanation. This included exhaustive scrutiny of their 

own past behaviour. as illustrated in the following excerpt of dialogue 

between mother (M) and researcher (R): 

M. ". . . We want to know why. You know, maybe we can help it, or at least 

we'll know we're nat to blame". 

R 'Well, you.." 

M. 'We bïamed ourselvesn- 

R. That was what 1 wondered about". 

M. ''1 mean we went through everyfhing, what did we do wrong? Everybody 

would Say 'No, it's not you guys'. ..But we still keep doing that". 

The fourth family experienced similar anguish. On initially going to Court, "it 

was embarrassing. We were still feeling as if. . . something we were doing as 

bad parents, or whatever". As noted eariier. this mother required 

counselling support to confimi that her son's behaviour was not an 

indictment of her as a "bad parent: lronically, she acknowledged viewing 

other "scre wed-up kids" in a professional capacity and feeling they "must be 

from bad parentsn. In another circumstance, a father felt inclined not to 



blame himself but the mother who raised their boy after the parental 

separation when he was small. His new wife suggested that the mother had 

likely done the best she could under the circumstances. 

Three other types of social pressure were noted. although not with the 

same frequency as parents blaming themselves. One was the tendency to 

label young people. Several families had been given the Attention Deficit 

Disorder label for their boy, while one family had also been told their non- 

violent boy was a psychopath. Although rejecting the label, they still felt 

badly shaken. Another mother had declined to send her son to a mental 

health treatment facility, as some suggested. because her doctor felt he 

would be labeled and that could affect him adversely later. The two families 

whose boys were diverted were conscious that the court record label not be 

attached to their sons. One of these families realized that the bevy of 

doctors and professionals they were sending the boy to for help was 

causing him to label himself. Realizing this was exactly what they were 

trying to avoid, they detemiined to accept their son for who he was. 

The trend to individualism has been noted, and two families added 

materialism to the discussion. According to one woman, "1 think ou? values 

have kind of gone off a liffle bit. We put having a nice home, a car and 

certain things as a priority and we're not focussing enough on the home 

life". She noted the consumenst tendencies of young people who "had to 



have a cerfain brand narne". A second family discussed the individualistic 

and matenalistic trends that have isolated people from their neighbours: 

". . .everybody's learned to shelter themselves behind locked walls.. . we 

don? know if the next guy is going to have a gun? They were able to 

acknowledge these social pressures as part of what made it sharneful to 

admit that one's child was in trouble, cutting them off from the support that 

they needed from others going through the same thing. 

3. Poverty and Bamers to Support: 

Despite awareness of the hazards of materialism. most families saw their 

relative affluence as an asset. One parent, however. was acutely aware of 

the limitations of her lack of wealth. This woman had lost her mamage, her 

home and her financial security to the point that she could not always put 

nutritious food on the table. She discussed her son's tendency to blow up 

when he didn't eat properly, something he appeared to be growing out of: 

'4 got home the other day and said, 'you know, we haven't had a lot of really 

good food around here, like Kraft dinner has been the delight, and 1 really 

appreciate you for not doing a wobbîy or whatever' 4 

She confirmed that she would like a "house with a picket fence, everybody 

has those dreams". But my standards are a little lower. If my kid finishes 

school, 1'11 be happy. And if 1 could get a decent job and support myself and 

him, we'll be fine". It struck me that this wornan lived in a vastly different 



world from the other families involved in this study in t e n s  of material 

wealth, yet her unselfish focus on her son established a common bond with 

those other parents. 

Another systemic obstacle was the absence of a contractual provision for 

employment leave to attend court. Although family emergency leave is 

generally available in professional and unionized work sites, attendance at 

court is not recognized as such. For one mother, this meant she had to lie 

on one occasion, claiming illness to avoid lost pay. This became something 

she did again but with her boss's collusion. A mother in similar 

circumstances used her accumulated time off and holiday time to support 

her son and fulfill the court attendance obligation. 

Participation and Empowerment 

As will become apparent in the next section on impacts, most of the sample 

parents experienced a substantial loss of control and influence over their 

children as adolescence took hold. Their children's encounters with the 

youth justice system served in some instances to restore some of that loss, 

but more often seemed to exacerbate it. This section is therefore divided 

into two categories: experiences where people felt left out, or 

disempowered; and experiences where they felt included, or empowered. In 



both categories, we are talking in ternis of variable degrees rather than 

a bsolutes. 

Diminished Participation and Emwwerrnent 

In all cases but one, parents related an experience of being lefi out in ternis 

of information, notification or consultation regarding their son. One mother 

received no word from the police after a wait of several months regarding 

the outcome of her son's arrest. Having taken steps to access help, she 

eventually telephoned and leamed that no formal proceedings would occur. 

This result alleviated any dismay over the lack of notification, but she 

acknowledged she would have felt differently if formal proceedings had 

transpired. Another mum was outraged when she leamed that her son, 

temporarily in foster care, had been arrested without her being notified 

either by the police or the foster parents. She advised the police in no 

uncertain ternis that she was still the legal guardian with a nght to 

notification. As previously mentioned, she also felt marginalized when the 

police did not respond to her son's dnig use, or to his cornplaints of being a 

victim himself. 

One father, as noted eadier, was totally left out of the drafting of his son's 

court order. His lack of information about the possibilities of youth 

probation left hirn more frustrated as he began to feel totally powerless over 

his son's deceitful behaviour. When the boy moved into a respite situation, 



his dad received no contact from staff with the agency. He and his wife had 

expected an attempt at mediation and a retum home, so they feît 

undennined when the boy was set up for independent living without 

consultation. 

For another couple, the original experience of feeling stuck regarding their 

son's stealing was followed by a long and frustrating wait for court. They 

were then dismayed when the first probation officer did little more than 

have their son do brief check ins and faifed to make any contact with them. 

Another family feît uninformed on first going through the court process, as 

they had no idea how to access legal aid or how the process would unfold. 

This "noundering around" exacerbated their bewildennent over their son's 

apparent '3ip-flop" of personality. For the mum above, her opportunity to 

address the judge was restricted to answering his questions, and she 

therefore did not feel wnsulted regarding the probation conditions she 

would have preferred. 

Perhaps the clearest examples of lack of power arose when people felt 

angry towards the system, but did not make it known. One father expressed 

embarrassment over his criticism of the forensic counselling approach, 

given his lack of an alternative to suggest. Another couple spoke of how 

angry they felt towards a residential program, but delayed writing a letter of 

cornplaint until the angry feelings abated, and then lost the urge. Similarly, 



the mother felt her son's sentence of six months in custody for car theft 

seemed quite harsh, but expressed that she "wouldnY abject*. Her husband 

also felt that he didn't want to appear to be 'justifyhg his behawouf'. In 

several instances, people were concerned about lack of contact, but did not 

take the initiative to rnake contact themselves. In the next chapter's 

discussion, I will suggest that these examples indicate a lack of 

empowerment rather than any shortcomings on the part of the parents. 

This was not the case for the two parents with expenence as single mums. 

They had leamed advocacy skills by necessity. When I asked one if there 

were other tirnes she felt left out or not informed, she answered "Yes, but 

mosf of the time when 1 felt like that 1 would phone up and yell, scfeam and 

bitch. 1 can do that real well at times, if 1 have ton. When I asked this 

mother about parents who are not as strong in terms of standing up and 

fighting for their kids, she replied without hesitation: 7 h e y  will get walked 

on. They really will. " 

Enhanced Particbation and Emcmwerrnent 

Parental expenence in this category essentially consisted of the opposite of 

the above experiences. Many of the positive expenences consisted of 

people in the system providing clear and straightforward information that 

proved over time to be accurate. The opportunity to speak directly to 

someone with power was also positive, providing of course that one felt 



respected. People also experienced enhanced feelings of cornpetence 

throug h successful coping , effective counselling or pro blem solving . and 

solidanty with other parents in similar straits. 

The two families with positive experience of diversion felt empowered. In 

one case. the quick access to counselling and the consensual approach 

restored the family as the site of problem resolution. The mother 

expressed her view that waiting for court would have been too late, and the 

resultant focus on the offence would have likely detracted from the real 

issue of how the family was faring. As she put it. "...for the parents who 

think that the court system is going to deal with it, okay. They'll deal with the 

punishment, but they don? deal with how the family feels about it.. . " She 

felt that a prolonged focus on the offence via court action would have given 

her son negative attention and increased the risk of continued offending: "1 

realfy believe that if we hadn P tried to pull it together as a family, and deal 

with it as a family unit problem as opposed to an individual one. . . . Yes, I 

could have seen him continue on down the wrong path". 

ln the other diversion example, the decision to divert was made by crown 

counsel in consultation with the parents at court. The crown counsel 

actually called them into an office and described several options, including 

the one he preferred: 'We felt that the one he recommended was probably 

the most appropriate action to take: The parents recalled there was a delay 



of several weeks for their son to consuit a lawyer. then the recommendation 

they had discussed with the crown was implemented. Their access to 

counselling abng with the community service consequences for their son 

proved an effective resolution. 

The parents who went to court al1 appreciated being asked to make a 

statement directly to the judge. and those with multiple sentencing hearings 

under their belts recalled this as a consistent practice. One family 

expressed the feeling that their views were respected and their suggestions 

followed. Another mum and dad felt the same, but were uncertain about the 

weight given to their views. Both these families noted the apparent surprise 

of officials that they were always present when their boys were in court. As 

previously discussed, the court's acceptance of the plan one family 

devetoped for their boy was quite empowering and represented a tuming 

point for them. 

Just as the counselling opportunity described earlier restored a mum's 

sense of family competency. the opportunity to help others and facilitate a 

parent group did the same for one couple. As noted by others, the ability to 

talk with someone enduring a similar experience restored the self-esteem 

that was battered through isolation and self-blame. The mother in this case 

also felt cornpetent through continuing to cope with a stressful environment 

at her work place. In exchanging home stress for work stress, she 



acknowledged that it would have been worse to be on leave as she would 

then have been totally consumed by worries about her son. The transition 

from looking for an explanation to a focus on helping their son was also 

ernpowenng for this couple, as it was for the parents who found the training 

program. This seems to indicate that parents benefit from being part of the 

solution, and from being acknowiedged as such. 

Impacts U ~ o n  Parents 

Many of the impacts upon parents will have been gleaned from the 

preceding data outlining their work, support. wnstraints and issues around 

participation. This section will complete the data presentation by detailing 

some more direct impacts, along with the thoughts and feelings that 

parents reported regarding their relationship to. interaction with and 

perception of their child. the system and themselves. Where these finding 

have been discussed previously, the descriptions are less detailed. 

Child-Related Impacts 

Anger was a univenal impact. All parents interviewed experiencing initial 

anger when their child broke the law or in relation to parent-child conflict. 

Sometimes the feeling passed. but in other cases it was recumng. In four 

families, anger led to a physical confrontation between father and son, 

three of these being one time occurrences. 



Another universal response was wony. Parents obviously wonied about 

day to day issues, but more pronounced was the wncem for their boy's 

future. Was the criminal behaviour going to continue? Would he end up in 

jail? Would he finish school? Would he survive? This was most pronounced 

for a family who, if their son was not in a correctional program, "othemise 

we had no idea if he was alive or dead". 

All but one parent experienced direct hurt from their son. In some cases 

this involved theft from or damage to the home. There was the sense of 

"betrayaln for one family when their son's friends broke into the house. 

Another family felt "violated" as their possessions were taken and sold to 

buy drugs. Some felt lied to and manipulated. There were also feelings of 

being '?ejectedn by an angry child, and the hurt of being disobeyed, swom 

at and treated with disrespect. Three dads were also physically hurt in 

fights with their sons, but the on-going alienation that followed was the 

more hurtful result. One couple who had not become physical also 

experienced severe alienation, the sense of "having a stranger in our 

midst ". 

The fears parents experienced went beyond the worry over their child's 

well-being. There was the fear of being robbed. the fear of a physical 

confrontation, and the fear of injury towards another family member or pet. 



In some cases, there was fear over allowing the child to remain in or retum 

to the home. Parents also expressed their apprehension over retuming 

home themselves, and fear of answering the telephone, lest R be more bad 

news. 

Svstem-Related lm~acts 

Parental anger towards the system came up in relation to perceptions of 

poor or unjust treatment, of either themselves or their child. It was directed 

towards the police, the court, or specific personnel in different agencies. 

Whether going into the basement of the police station and seeing your 

son's picture on the wall, or sitting waiting in a Courthouse with your son in 

custody, parents experienced feelings of dislocation and stress. The sense 

of being alone and apart from others was profound. One mother described 

the experience of going to Court "emotiona/ly draining", she would feel 

"shell shocked" and would corne out feeling like "a wet noodle". Her 

husband described "struggling to maintain a sense of normalcy" during 

visits to his son in isolated custodial centres. For the mum, visits to her son 

in custody left her feeling like "the wind's been knocked out of your sails7 

Parents had to wait for and wony about uncertain outcomes while 

processes they didn't fully comprehend unfolded. The noted incidents 



where information or notification was rnissing created even more frustration. 

Embarrassed at being in court herseif, one mother was troubled by a sense 

she was also ÿiolating the privacvof others. 

In most instances, the response of the child to the system was another 

concem for parents. Much of this was dismay that a youth was either 

disrespecfful or unfazed by his interaction with the police, court, pmbation 

or program personnel. 

Self-Related l rn~acts 

Emotional and physical impacts ranged from the universal experience of 

tears and anxiety, to substantial sleep loss. physical symptoms, 

aggravation of existing illness, and debilitating stress. One mother W e d  so 

many tears - 1 didn't think I'd ever cry againn. Another required stress 

medication to cope. A third mum missed three month's work after an attack 

of unbearable neck-pain. Her son had been caught stealing from a 

neighbour along his paper route: "lt was as if somebody was jamming a 

knife up the back of my neck.. .the whole thing was inffamed and 1 ended up 

in emergency." Her husband developed sciatica, which his doctor felt was 

stress related: "..he believed, and so do 1, that emotional strain was very 

important. In fact, 1 had to have (my wife) help me put my jacket on. 1 

couldn 't do it myself". According to his wife. ". . . whenever things would get 



really, really bad.. .you had this problem that would act up - the cramps in 

your leg. It was temBle ". 

In another family, the father had a debilitating condition preventing him from 

being physically active with his son, and he believed this was one source of 

the boy's anger. It was wncern for her husband's health, aggravated by 

stress frorn the conflict between father and son, that prompted the mother 

to seek respite. A second father had developed a chronic illness, in this 

case colitis. It was under control but became progressively worse with his 

son's troubles, an aggravating factor in the mother's view: "But once (our 

son) /eR home.. ..his health started going down. It was his colitis, yes, and 

they just couldn? get it under control and he ended up in hospital for six 

weeks". 

Impacts upon parental attitudes, beliefs and values included the experience 

of altered expectations and dealing with contradictions, as highlighted in the 

eariier section describing parental work. One father explained that he 

couldn't help but have a "jaundiced view" of television portrayals of happy 

families. Another dad professed that "expectations are gone",hile another 

lamented his son seeming destined to "learn the hard way". One couple 

described their disillusionment as a feeling of being "blown away". For 

another, it was resignation that good programs were not reaching their son 

and that seemingly the best the court could do was keep him off the street. 



The impact on a parent's self-perception included blaming oneseif, feeling 

embarrassed or ashamed, questioning one's own motives, or sou1 

searching for some explanation. One father expressed embarrassrnent at 

the family name being well known in court, and shame over what his father 

would think. He and his wife "felt like heels" as they struggled to examine 

their own motives in tough decisions: ". . .you?e questioning whether or not 

you're just paying Iip service to the fact that we still love you and support 

you but we can Y really have you at home right noW. Another couple had a 

sense of being on "public display" in court, and a father expressed his 

sense of "failure",hich was rningled with guilt over not having been there 

for his son earlier in life. 

Quite apart from having lost control of their son, several parents felt their 

own lives being "taken over" by the troubles. Words that came up were 

"consumed", "an ongoing ordeal: "an endurance test". One feature of this 

was the impact on social life, described in one case as "absolutely 

restricted". Relationships were put on hold and siblings felt impacted as, in 

sorne cases, their lives were shifted considerably by an out of control 

younger brother. 



Overall, the parental impact in the most difficuît of these scenarios is 

surnrned up by a few quotes. "lt was hell". "A nightmare"2An ordeal of pure 

hell". 



CHAPTER SIX: DATA ANALYSIS 

In Chapter Five, the data was presented in categones but without 

substantial interpretation, allowing the voices of the participants to be 

heard. The intent of Chapter Six is to discuss the data in terms of emerging 

themes. linking those themes with the ideas previously discussed from the 

literature and the reflections of the researcher. 

Three themes appeared predorninant in the data. Parents talked about their 

expenence of stress and loss, the work they did in order to cope, and the 

aspects of the system that made their experience more difficuft. These 

themes will be discussed in relation to the concepts of support and 

empowerment, in terms of structural constraints, and from the perspective 

of the longer version of the four models of youth justice that incorporates 

parental considerations (Table 1, p.62). The faulty parenting paradigm will 

also be revisited and discussed in relation to the data. 

Stress and Loss 

The data confimed that the stress from parenting a child who offends can 

be very onerous. Further, this stress on study participants increased 

proportionally with the degree of their sons' troubling behaviour, or the 

extent of involvement with the system. Much of that stress was associated 



with feelings of loss, including loss of control over one's life and lost 

expectations. 

A lexicon of words that came up in the data serves to summarize the 

participants' experiences of stress and loss. Parents talked about stress in 

ternis of "worry", feeling "tomn, 'desperationn, being 'shell-shockedn, 

"ernotionally drained", Worn out" and "having the wind knocked out of your 

sails". In a follow up discussion with one mother, she described her 

experience this way: "You feel you are alone in the world with this terrible 

thing that you have to be ashamed of You cut back on fiiends, socializing. 

Al1 your energy goes into suwivriig". Although this mother did survive, she 

experienced "debilitating stress" along the way. 

Parents talked about their Joss in relation to health, a sense of safety and 

well-being , material possessions, social life, family relationships, a sense of 

control over one's own life, self-esteem, future expectations and time. 

These experiences were very similar to Ambert's (1992) list of the ways in 

which children can impact the lives of their parents. The intense feelings 

that accompanied study participants' stress and loss included feeling "let 

down", "stuck", "left outn, "resentfuln, "shockedn, "afraidn, "alienatedn, "guilty". 

"asharnedn, "hesitant", "isolatedn, Yutility" and "a sense of failuren. This list 

of feelings expands upon Smith and Stem's (1997) observations about the 

parents of young offenders feeling humiliated, blamed and exhausted. 



Much of the stress and loss experienced parenting a young offender is 

similar to the pain of parenting in other difficuît circumstances. Gravelle 

(1 997) found that parents of children with muscular dystmphy experienced 

chronic stress and somw from dealing with ongoing cycles of adversity 

connected to their child's condition. Dealing with the health care system 

represented significant work, such that muscular dystrophy parents 

experienced exhaustion, frustration and resentment. The parents of young 

offenders had similar feelings as they dealt with cycles of reoffending and 

their frustrations with the court system. In both groups, some parents 

gained strength as they first faced and then managed adversity. Some were 

able to grow through the experience, but at significant wst  in terrns of 

health and well being. 

Like the parents of chronically il1 children, parents of persistent offenders 

are dealing with child circumstances beyond their wntrol and rnust 

negotiate with large bureaucratic systems to access needed senn'ces. Both 

groups of parents are seeking information about diagnosis, looking for 

helping resources such as respite, and are desperate for some support to 

cope with their daily work and their ongoing grief. A significant difference 

may be the societal response that each group is dealing with. Ambert 

(1992) suggests that the impact of negative child effects is more 

pronounced when the child's deviation from accepted noms is perceived to 



be avoidable, as is the case with delinquency versus illness. This is not to 

minimize the dreadful trauma of parenting a child with a degenerative or 

life-threat&ing illness. The data suggest, however, that some parents of 

young offenders have legitimate fears for the lives and safety of their 

children, and carry the added burden of being looked at by society as 

responsible for their child's at-risk condition. 

It is important to remember that the data in this study came mainly from 

financially secure and educated parents who were articulate and willing to 

talk about their experiences. This raises questions about the implications 

for parents who may be less secure, and less able or willing to speak out. 

The literature was full of inferences that parents are at fault when a child 

offends (Ambert, 1992; Halpern, 1996; Schaffner, 1997; Smith and Stem, 

f 997), with Cervenka, Dembo and Brown (1996) actually suggesting that 

an arrest signifies family dysfunction. The experience of my study 

participants suggests this is not always the case. Relatively well-balanced 

and secure parents, without obvious family dysfunction, found themselves 

with an offending child and experienced severe stress and loss. How then 

can we judge parents who are stniggling with poverty. addictions, 

unemployment and other challenges on top of dealing with a young 

offender? It may be even more important to leam about the support needs 

of those parents, and to get beyond the attribution of responsibility in order 

to work more effectively with such families. 



The Work of Co~ing 

The work of coping as described by participants included processes of 

leaming about and dealing with the system, making tough decisions, and 

negotiating or problem solving with agencies. Again, this was neariy 

identical to the experience of the parents of children with rnuscular 

dystrophy, where Gravelle (1 997) found mothers assuming major 

responsibility for coping work. Apart from reinforcing the common ground 

between parenting a young offender and parenting in other difficult 

circumstances, this brings up consideration of work as a gendered 

experience (Swift, 1995). It was notable among study participants that 

fathers, when talking about the substantial impositions they felt, were less 

likely to characterize those efforts as work than were their wives or the 

other mothers intewiewed. Swift talks about the low visibility of canng work, 

much of which goes on in the private sphere of home and family. It appean 

to be taken for granted that mothers are responsible for much of this caring 

work, which includes both matenal provision and the transmission of 

societal values (Reitsma-Street, 1989; Swift, 1995; Schissel. 1997). This 

may help explain why mothers are then blamed when children go astray. 

The mother and fathers among the participants talked about coping work 

that included supewising their sons, helping othen and maintaining their 

homes, vocations and personal lives. Coping work also involved waiting for 

and attending court. going to meetings and appointments with officials, and 



processes of looking for, attending and following up work in counselling. 

Parents coped with stress, il1 health and change. They coped individually 

and as couples with challenging teen behaviour, with contradictory 

messages and with other primary relationships. They struggled with 

emotional "baggagen from the past, to maintain an identity and to cope with 

various emotions, including anger, feeling overwhelmed and wanting to 

escape. Finally, they coped with the demands of the system, with societal 

expectations, and whether they had the required support or not. 

Again. this experience resonates with that of other parents in difficult 

circumstances. One of the research collaborators spoke about the 

frustrating work of negotiating services for her adoptive daughter with 

special needs, work made more onerous by the nurnber of officials dealt 

with and the lack of understanding encountered. Gravelle (1997) also 

descnbed coping with stress and loss as work for the parents involved. 

Smith (1996) spoke about the unacknowledged work of controlling 

emotions like anger and adjusting expectations. She also described 

parental work rnaintaining self esteem in the face of a rejecting child, and to 

combat isolation and social pressure. 

As previously noted, a significant social pressure is the idea that parents 

are at fault when children offend and that those parents must change their 

behaviour. The research of Pnnz and Miller (1994) cited earlier seems 



significant in wnsidering the expectation of parental change. They noted 

that fewer parents dropped out of treatment groups where tliere was 

frequent discussion of adult concerns. It seems possible that one of the 

adult concerns inhibiting change is the amount of work it takes for parents 

to attend counselling and do follow-up work when already overwhelmed by 

the effect of their child's behaviour or condition. The experience of 

participants and the literature (Ambert, 1992; Smith and Stem, 1997) 

confirrns that child effect is largely unacknowledged. It follows that the extra 

work parents must do to contend with negative child effect needs to be 

recognized and alleviated with tangible support before distressed parents 

are likely to feel cornfortable examining their own behaviour. This wouid 

likely apply whether parental wnduct is a factor influencing a young 

offender or not. 

In the researcher's experience, parents seeking respite housing for their 

difficult child have been denied service because they have not done the 

procedural or counselling work required by the agency. Workers in different 

helping contexts have talked about mothen who uonly cal1 when there is a 

cnsis". While it is certainly valid to expect that parents will take 

responsibility to co-operate with helping agencies. it seems possible that a 

lack of acknowledgment of the existing parental workload operates as a 

bamer to service provision. 



Difficult Asoects of the Youth Justice Svstem 

In Chapter Five, participants voiced their appreciation for the support and 

professional expertise extended to them and their sons by people in the 

system. Participants found it helpful when system people knew their jobs. 

were straightfoward in giving information, and followed through with s e ~ h  

as described. Supportive programs like respite homes and activity workers 

were also valued. both to give parents a break and for the potential benefit 

to the young perron taking part. Parents also appreciated individuals with a 

positive attitude towards young people and those who provided caring or 

moral support. even when offering nothing tangible to alleviate a problem. 

Parents respcnded to people who wmbined professional expertise with 

empathy. This was in contrast to dealing with someone who did not seem 

interested in the young person, or whose attitude intensified a parent's 

sense of being at fault. 

It was reassuring to hear about the many competent and caring 

professionals at work in the youth justice system. It also validated the 

approach to probation work discussed in Chapter One. the importance of 

being available to support parents as they stniggle with both their child and 

the system. However, it seems valid to ask to what extent the youth justice 

system depends upon the goodwill of those working within it. The 

implication is that people may be receiving supportive service not because 

that is an entitlement. but rather through the caring attitudes of individual 



workers who often find themselves constrained by the system. The 

influence of the crime control model in the Canadian youth justice systern. 

which does not give any prionty to supporting families, is a significant 

challenge for workers with a supportive approach, particularly given their 

caseloads. In Hackler's (1991) words. 'good people, dirty system" (p. 37). 

Corrado (1 992) also points out that the influence of good people working in 

the systern is not to be diswunted, and there are many exarnples where 

the agency of a particular worker has been effective bringing about creative 

change. That does not alter the wncems participants expressed. as it was 

apparent there is a lot about the systern that is not helpful to farnilies coping 

with a young offender. 

lnadequate staffing, in ternis of too few workers dealing with too many 

people, was prominent arnong the aspects of the system identified by 

participants as probiematic. At present, youth probation officers in the 

Capital Region supervise an average of approximately thirty-five clients 

each, and the Region is officially a half-position below the staff complernent 

required by the workload. (Figures from Ministry of Attorney General 

Corrections Network Systern. Staff Planning Regional Report for Apnl 

2000). These are rnanageable nurnbers in relation to the high caseloads 

registered during the eady nineties. when British Columbia was 

experiencing major population growth. In contrast. however, when the 

author began probation work in 1978, youth officers in the CRD supervised 



less than twenty clients each. This contrast signifies a change in role 

emphasis over the past two decades, fmm a cornmunity support to an 

enforcement fundion, and the legacy of social program restraint throughout 

the 1980s. 

Historical considerations aside, workload measurement does not account 

for the supervision and support requirements of particularly challenging 

families, nor the community circumstances described in Chapter Four. 

Anecdotal accounts indicate that probation officers are still hard pressed to 

fulfill their statutory duties, and generally do not have enough time to 

provide extra support to parents. Study participants perceived this as the 

reason why they had to wait so long for the court process to unfold, and 

why police, probation officers and forensic psychologists seerned so 

overworked. lnadequate staffing meant that a prompt response to offending 

behaviour was often missing, as was timely information sharing in 

numerous instances. On a broader scale, the failure of the system to 

provide staff resources appears connected to the ongoing pressure to cut 

social spending (McQuaig, 1995). This may also account for the lack of 

investment in comprehensive assessment and treatment facilities. and the 

shortage of alternatives to custody. 

Parents also seemed to lack a clear understanding of the extent of 

involvement the probation ofFicer would have with their son, particulady the 



first tirne through court. The probation officers consulted during research 

concurred that most parents expect probation ta be more intensive and 

demanding for their child. Parents tend to be surprised and even 

discouraged on realking the limits of the officer's time and power. This is 

because the degree of offending behaviour or the extent of conditions 

imposed by the court does not aiways reflect parental struggles to manage 

a child. Ironically, the system actually discourages probation officers from 

providing additional supervision or support to such children through the 

RisidNeeds Assessment tool (RNA - Appendix 3). This instrument, which 

functions both to determine levels of youth supervision and as a workload 

management tool, proscribes minimal probation officer involvement unless 

the risk of re-offending is significantly high or the youth is very needy. A 

further problem is that the RNA defines needs in ternis of the young person 

and not the family, so the support needs of a parent may tend to be 

characterized in ternis of poor supervision of the child. A revised RNA that 

accounts for parental support needs, as proposed in Chapter Seven, might 

alleviate this. 

One participant mother who identified lack of probation contact as a 

problem for her son also proposed a solution. She suggested that there be 

probation support workers, less constricted by an official role and with 

individual tirne to spend with the young person. This mother was clearly 

identifying a support need that is common to many young offenders and 



their families, the need for supportive activtty and rapport building beyond 

what a parent can provide to channel the youth in a positive direction. 

Unfortunately, this is far beyond the capacity of probation officers and only 

sporadically availabfe frorn other agencies for youth on probation or their 

families- 

In the author's eariy experience as a probation officer, one rnother 

expressed disappointment on leaming that her son wouM not be taken to 

play pool or to other activities as part of his supervisiorc. She appeared to 

perceive that her fathedess boy was offending due to lack of supervised 

and stmctured activities, and the absence of a caring male role model. The 

child welfare system today is less able than it was twenty years ago to 

provide individual child and youth care workers to adolescents. As noted, 

the system does not have built in or statutory provisions to assure adequate 

support for youth or parents, leaving most people 'Woundering around". 

There were other resources identified as missing by parents, including early 

diagnosis of leaming and behavioural problems, and effective intervention 

programs to address such difficulties. Also noted in short supply were 

training opportunities and work placements, alternatives to the education 

system that might offer struggling young people the opportunity to 

experience success. This caused one family to look outside the province for 

help. It seems ironic that British Columbia, with its reliance on primary 



resource production and abundance of wildemess. has a very limited range 

of environmental youth crews and other such projects to employ needy 

young people. In the author's experience. programs that provide a financial 

incentive while also offering training, structure and challenge can be 

successful in steering young people away from offending behaviour. 

Lack of treatment resources for youth with addictions has also been a 

major issue for parents in British Columbia. Although it did not come up 

specifically with study participants. it was a concem for a parent who read 

my data presentation as a collaborator. He was surprised that none of the 

study participants raised the lack of addiction treatment facilities, as it had 

been such a big issue for his boy. Until recently, there were only two 

residential resources in the entire province, both with waiting lists lasting 

approximately eight months. Thankfully, this situation has impmved over 

the past year with the funding and development of regional treatment beds. 

Hopefully, these resources will provide effective treatment and wilf also 

serve as alternatives to custody. 

The provision of respite housing for youth. giving parents a break to restore 

their energy to cope with a challenging child, is also in short supply outside 

metropolitan areas. Even in the CRD study area, this service is only 

available to parents of teens on probation or those at risk of abusing their 

child. That is why one of the participant couples was rejected by a non- 



statutory agency's arbitrary seMce boundaries. In the Comox Valley where 

the author works, as in several other regions of the province, there is no 

alternative housing for young offenders unless they are taken into the care 

of the govemment. This may force some families to continue coping well 

past the breaking point, which may contribute to the unacceptably high 

numbers of young people that gravitate to the streets. 

Also missing from the youth justice system is a participatory process in 

which parents can express their views and take part in the resolution 

process of the court. The hierarchical process, whereby people address a 

judge who sits and makes decisions from above, may have certain 

advantages, but does not allow the dialogue that parents indicated they 

would prefer. Although parents expressed appreciation at being able to 

speak with a judge who apparently respected their views, this was an 

arbitrary process heavily dependent upon the style and personality of the 

particular judge. Parents did not know how much weight was attached to 

their subrnissions, nor did they feel adequately heard in some 

circumstances, resulting in dissatisfaction over probation conditions. Some 

parents were frustrated with the legal process and the inability to amend 

court orders to make them more effective, recognizing that their sons 

required extemal controls beyond what they could provide. Other parents 

were frustrated that, no matter what the legal system provided, their child 

defied programming other than for the purpose of containment. 



SUDPO~~ 

As suggested by the literature (Ambert, 1992; Streeter and Franklin. 1992; 

W hittaker, Schinke and Gilchrist, l986), support for these participants to 

cope came from a variety of private and public sources. This support was 

not always easy to come by. nor adequate. Close and supportive extended 

family was the exception, rather than the rule, and not everyone had friends 

who were supportive without being judgmental. This seems significant. 

given Ambert's assertion that intimate resources are a small fraction of 

what families require. The data suggest a heavy reliance on societal 

support. particulady if a child continued to offend or if a family lacked basic 

material resources. Even the materially secure families struggled to find 

resources for their boys and made extensive use of social programs. For 

the single mother on income assistance, her reliance on societal support 

was even more extensive. 

In previous discussion, a list was developed of factors constituting support 

for the parents of young people who offend. How did our participants fare in 

relation to material, process and inter-personal support, and what sorts of 

issues arose from their experience? 

Material S u ~ ~ o r t  

As noted, most participants were middle income families and had adequate 

or better levels of income, housing and the amenities of life. In one of these 



families, issues came up regarding lack of support in the f om of respite 

care. as they did not fit the eligibility category of the available sewice. This 

was in arguably the best-resourced region of British Columbia. Many parts 

of the province have far fewer respite resources, so one might reasonably 

assume that this is an issue for other families, and it is worthy of further 

investigation. 

One participant family was reliant upon income assistance, often short of 

good food and without personal transportation at times. None of the other 

participants wuld even imagine how they might have wped in such 

circumstances. yet this is reality for 15% of the CRD population 

(www.crd.bc.calpoverty). How many other families are coping with their 

child's offending while also stmggling against poverty? The data clearly 

indicate that affluence is no guarantee of young people avoiding crime, and 

it also seems fair to suggest that poverty does not assure cnminality. The 

crucial issue for this study appean to be how much more difficult it must be 

for families to cope in one circumstance versus the other. 

Process Support 

All participants experienced soma f o m  of being uninfomed or left out of 

the Youth Justice process, adding to their stress in most cases. The only 

people who knew much about the workings of the system were two mothem 

who had experienced divorce court. There was no provision for parental 



education and support to understand the system, nor parental advocacy to 

leam about and access the associated helping resources. One mother first 

considered the possibility that her son had Attention Deficit Disorder when a 

defence lawyer suggested it well into the youth justice process. This 

apparent gap in assessment intervention, previously noted as a larger 

systemic issue, may have significantly aggravated the distress of parents 

who searched desperately for sorne understanding of their son's condition. 

As discussed eadier, it seemed significant that parents' experience of the 

youth justice process was contingent upon the attitude or personal style of 

individuals they encountered along the way. For example, the crown 

counsel's practice of speaking individually with parents was specific to one 

person in a particular courthouse that has since closed down and that only 

dealt with youth and family court matters. It is not a widespread practice 

and in fact seems unique, given the normal detachment of crown counsel. 

Yet the opportunity to consult with crown was an incredible support to 

several parents. Similady, a probation officer's willingness to visit parents in 

crisis on short notice to share a cup of coffee and lend an ear was a key 

factor in helping them to endure. While many probation officers might be 

willing to provide such support, the reality is that they rarely have the time. 

It was reassuring to hear positive parent impressions of the many good 

people they did encounter, but it seems fair to ask again about the effect on 

families when such people are not available. 



Inter-Personal Support 

The literature indicates the supportive value of contact among similady 

situated parents (Bradshaw, 1996; NACRO, 1994; Schaffner, 1997; Smith 

and Stem, 1997; Stewart, et al 1994; Von Gerichten, 1996). This is 

certainly backed up by the trernendous support that one couple received 

through the Parents Together (PT) prograrn. Curiously, only one of the six 

families made this strong connection. Why is this so? In one case, the 

practicalities of scheduling and lack of transport negated attendance. It is 

fair to ask how many families who might benefit from PT are unable to 

attend due to such practical problems, as the von Gerichten (1996) 

evafuation of PT considered only the parents who did attend. As noted 

earfier, Quinn and Sutphen (1 994) acknowledged the structural wnstraints 

facing many families and put the onus on facilitators to find ways of 

engaging parents in supportive groups. 

Another family attended one PT session but felt overwhelmed and did not 

retum. They did not see themselves having common ground with parents 

whose children were wmmitting robbenes. This expenence raises the 

question of what exactly it means to be "similarly situatedu. Is similarity in 

the eye of the beholder, and do some people need additional support or 

facilitation to see thernselves as others see them? A local PT facilitator 

infomed me of two factors inhibiting certain people: some parents realize 

they are not ready to rnake changes; and changing group structure can 



affect the atmosphere and effectiveness of meetings from time to time. 

(Conversation with PT Facilitator, May 2000) Although parent's reasons for 

joining PT range from minor to grave, this individual did not see that 

discrepancy as a barder. She speculated that it might be different in larger 

urban settings. where class divides may be more pronounced. 

The wide range of serious presenting problems at PT rnay have been the 

issue for the couple noted above. They also acknowledged an 

individualistic perspective. a viewpoint that they had always been required 

to look after themselves, and that also held them back from reaching out for 

support. I suspect that. already overwhelmed coping with their son's 

behaviour, it was too hard to view themselves in the way that they 

visualized the other struggling families. They kept refemng to a wish that 

there had been some type of "middle group", a parent group more geared 

to their circumstances. This was similar to the experience of another family 

who found they wuld not relate to other parents encountered in courthouse 

waiting areas. Although this second family found good support through PT, 

they expressed frustration with the parents who tumed out but did not put 

plans for change into practice. 

In both instances, these parents may have intemalized societal 

expectations around class and individual blame. Although they could see 

their own circumstances as unique, they had difficufty not attributing the 



struggles of others to personal deficiency. In order to see themselves as al1 

right, there rnay have been a tendency to see other parents as more 

responsible for their own difficuities. This is certainly worthy of further 

study. It seerns neither likely nor desirable that wmmunities will set up 

parent support groups geared to specific socio-economic groups. If we 

hope to break down the societal inclination to blame parents, it is vital that 

parents first stop blarning themselves and each other. As part of that 

process, it seems imperative that parents find common ground across class 

and other boundaries. 

It also seems important to consider in more depth the expectation of 

parental change in these circumstances. A PT facilitator and two study 

participants expressed frustration over their observations that some parents 

are not ready to change, or do not follow through with plans for change. On 

the surface, these evafuations seem similar to the perception of other study 

participants that counselling approaches focusing on them as targets of 

change were missing the mark. How can these contrasting experiences be 

reconciled? Again, the experience of the mother whose son was diverted 

without consequence is instructive. She had the support to work on change 

frorn her own philosophy and family background. but she was also 

em powered through making the choice to access a particular counselling 

service with a consensual approach. It may be that parents who appear 

unable or unwilling to consider their own behaviour as part of their child's 



troubles, are either lacking adequate support or do not feel empowereû. 

This could easily be misinterpreted as lack of caring and seems worthy of 

further study, partîcularly given the lack of acknowledgernent of adult 

experience in the literature. 

The literature defined empowenent as including enhanced citizenship and 

an analysis of inequality and powerlessness as factors in social problems 

(Callahan, 1996; Callahan and Lumb, 1995; Guttierrez, GIenMaye and 

DeLois, 1995; Young, 1994). lmproved individual or group self-efficacy to 

work for change, and developing cornmon ground between seMce 

providers and recipients was also discussed (Guttierrez et al, 1995; 

LaBonte, 1989; Young, 1994). Empowerment was seen primarily it terms of 

work with oppressed groups, including women. the poor, and various 

minorities (Guttierrez, et al, 1995). 

Applying these definitions to the parents of young offenders, one question 

that anses is whether such parents are an oppressed group. Although 

participants were not asked specifically about oppression, it appeared that 

they did not see themselves in that way. Although many of their 

experiences were oppressive and left them feeling poweriess, there was no 

clear sense of group identification, except in the case of those taking part in 

PT. Even at PT, the analysis of powerlessness appeared quite limited, as 



did the notion of common ground between parents and workers in the 

system . 

Although most of the participants' expenences of poweriessness were 

related to the behaviour of their child, such feelings did anse in relation to 

the system. Parents used words like "uninformedn, "left out", 'not notified", 

"ignoredn, "inhibited". and 'undermined". It appeared that people who felt 

competent in other areas of their lives were canfounded, first by their child 

and then by the youth justice system. 

When parents spoke positively of their participation, they expressed feeling 

competent. having a voice and a degree of choice or voluntariness, and 

working as allies with others in the system. Feeling competent involved 

being prepared for adversity and receiving acknowledgment for effective 

coping. Having a voice meant that parents could speak directly to those 

with power, they could be heard and their views were respected. Non- 

coercive participation was consensual, allowed initiative, and provided 

opportunity for parental leadership. Working in partnership included a 

sense that professionals were interested, available and on the parent's 

side. 

As noted in the data, the most striking example of dis-empowennent came 

up in relation to several parents' discornfort offenng direct cnticisrn or 



complaint to the system. Even when people had good reason to be angry. 

their inclination to voice that ernotion to people in authority was very limited. 

Some were also prepared to make allowances for systemic injustice rather 

than make waves. Although this may not be surprising, it seems another 

indication of the isolation experienced by the parents of young offenden. 

The contrast between those who kept silent and the parent who expressed 

anger was significant. This woman's lack of attachment to the system rnay 

have given her the sense of having nothing to lose, or she might just have 

had more practice getting angry from advocating for basic material support. 

Perhaps some parents did not complain because they saw themselves as 

otherwise well-served by society and felt akin to the middle class people 

operating the youth justice system. That basic similarity might have been 

part of why parents liked the people they encountered. It seerned harder for 

parents to express anger to people whom they identified with, and more so 

when they already felt ashamed of their situation. 

Another aspect of the problems with participation was the concem several 

parents expressed about not being wntacted or kept inforrned. One 

possible explanation for their failure to take the initiative themselves is a 

tendency to defer to the power of the system. As one couple stated, 

parents expect that because the system is now in charge, someone will 

contact them. This tendency has been encountered among many parents in 



the author's own practice. For example, some parents do not impose any 

consequence upon their child after an anest, m i le  wating months for a 

court date or other such system response. There appears to be almost a 

paralysis that sets in. perhaps influenced by pre-conceived notions about 

the system and the sense of not having the power to act. Unfortunately, the 

judgmental public eye sees such behaviour as evidence of poor parenting. 

In addition, the court often sentences differently, depending upon the 

consequences already levied by parents. The availability of pre-court 

support might assist parents in determining an appropriate response. and 

thereby enable more young people to face the court on an equal footing. 

The absence of critical awareness among participants of their common 

oppressive experience is likely a function of parental isolation and the 

intemalized wnditioning of self-blame. This same isolation and lack of 

critical awareness may also apply to many of those working in the youth 

justice system, serving as a major systemic bamer to effective 

collaboration. Smith (1 996) pointed out that professionals, like parents, find 

themselves under scnitiny, feeling blamed, and short of time and 

resources. Although discussing professionals dealt with in the wntext of 

parenting children with Fetal Alcohol syndrome. Smith's (1 996) cornparison 

seems appropriate to the youth justice systern. The introductory chapter 

noted that probation officers were often overloaded with work, had limited 

resources to draw upon, and had a wide variance of skill and training with 



which to handle cornplex situations. If that sentence is r e - M e n  

substituting "parentsn for 'probation officers", it accurately describes the 

participants in the study. The literature sees this "cornmon ground" between 

parents and professionals as one of the keys to empowennent (Callahan 

and Lumb, 1995; Guttierrez, GlenMaye and DeLois. 1995; Smith. 1996). 

This raises the question of just how to make apparent and a d  upon the 

commonality. One step may be increased dialogue between parents and 

probation officers in different forums, with several ideas proposed in 

Chapter Seven. Another crucial step may be the organizational change to 

ernpower workers. as called for by Guttierrez et al (7995). Again, several 

aspects of organizational change are put forward in the next chapter. 

Structural Constraints 

As demonstrated in Chapter Three's discussion of the models of youth 

justice, structural constraints are reinforced by the lack of provision for 

support built into the law (Reitsma-Street, 1989). Youth justice and child 

protection laws, for the most part, have built in expectations that families 

will manage on their own, as per the liberal and neoconservative paradigrn 

of individual self-reliance and minimal state support. The Risk Needs 

Assessment, as noted, does not facititate probation officer tirne to support 

families coping with a difficult child unless that child is offending against the 

community. This implies not just a lack of preventive support services, but a 

requirement of significant re-offending before support issues are given full 



consideration. Parental experience offen an argument for additional 

support services with the need defined by families rather than the arbitrary 

definitions and organization of social agencies. 

The parents in this study demonstrated the societal expedation of 

individual coping in their assumptions of personal responsibility and lack of 

outrage towards the system. Their experiences confimi, however, that 

middle class people who do "al1 the right things" for their children are not 

immune from serious problems with offending behaviour. These parents 

also experienced systemic injustice. lack of participation in decision-making 

processes, and inconsistencies and contradictions in service delivery. Once 

again, if well off, articulate parents feel the impacts of systemic constraints, 

how much more are less affluent parents affected? 

One example of systernic inequity arises with the two families who always 

attended court with their sons, much to the surprise of court officials. The 

inference of the official surprise is that many parents do not care enough to 

attend consistently. Of course, this ignores any number of other 

explanations. Not al1 parents can manage tirne off work, some have other 

children to mind, and others have transportation problems. One single 

mother the author worked with did not have a car and was caring for a 

blind, autistic daughter at home. The reality was that she was not there for 



her son and he suffered as a result, but the community response coufd 

have been to provide additional support rather than to indict that mother. 

Some parents do attend court and experience frustration as they wait hours 

for a brief appearance that serves only to establish another appearance 

date. Lawyers advise certain parents not to attend. Other parents are 

counseled to stay away, except as required by law, to demonstrate to a 

youth who re-offends that the parent is no longer willing to bail him out. This 

illustrates the dilemma that parents face, as they receive confficting 

messages about how to exercise responsibility, then face public scrutiny. 

Ambert (1992) wrote about the numerous child-raising experts with 

contradictory advice, and how confusing this can be for parents. A mother 

who was not eligible to take part in this research contacted the author after 

hearing that her friend had been interviewed, wanting to talk about her own 

experience. She had been advised by a counsellor to back off fmm her 

caring ways and atlow her son to face the consequences of his behaviour. 

W hen she did so, his behaviour worsened and he ended up in jail. She felt 

that her son would have been better off if she had ignored the counsellor 

and followed her instinct. 

One study participant spoke of her struggle to put food on the table and her 

dependence on the child welfare system. Yet, she was subject to arbitrary 

policies, such as the inability to extend a voluntary Gare agreement to have 



a child in care. This particular policy is causing grief to nurnerous parents. 

who must choose between abandoning their child or taking him home 

without adequate support. The policy also constrains social workers who 

have fewer options to provide service. Again, the message seems to be 

that society provides family support within very limited parameters and on 

terms dictated by the state. This leaves parents with the choice of coping 

individually with the major burden of managing challenging young people. 

or losing their rights as parents. It also sets up social workers as 

gatekeepers of scarce resources rather than facilitative agents of family 

support. Parents and social workers are then portrayed as at fault when 

things go wrong. 

The youth justice system appears to be another area where support is 

provided on a Iimited and arbitrary basis. Notably for the parents of young 

offenders, troubling behaviour and system involvement does not always go 

together. One couple interviewed discussed a period of three to four years 

of "pure hell", yet their son did not end up with a youth court record. While 

this may have been a positive result. it also left them without the support 

attached to the court system. Why did their boy need to either be on 

probation or at risk of abuse for them to access respite housing for him? 

Families face a similar problem when they receive supportive counselling 

while their child is on probation, but the contracted service is atbched to 

the terms of the court order. For example, the author currently works with a 



young girl who is making strides with a support worker assigned through the 

probation order. Unfortunately, the worker's funding does not apply once 

probation ends. It seems counter-productive and short-sighted that such 

supportive services are contingent on extemal eligibility cnteria related to 

status, rather than a simple assessment of need. 

The fact that British Columbia has combined youth corrections and child 

welfare services in the same ministry has not eliminated these barriers to 

service. Anecdotal information suggests that jurisdictional battles over who 

is eligible for what services have moved from competing ministries to 

competing branches within the same ministry. The backdrop to this is a 

public clamor at the frequent press reporting of problems with the Ministry 

for Children and Families, yet an equally loud and persistent media cal1 for 

lower taxes and streamlined public services. This is another of the 

contradictions inherent in the dominant paradigm of liberal and neo- 

conservative thinking. Unfortunately. there are few voices heard in support 

of increased funding for child welfare services, yet many cries for the 

punishment of social workers when the system falters. This again is an 

example of the wmmon ground between workers in the system and 

struggling parents. 

Ambert (1992) suggests that effective societal response can mitigate 

negative child effects, while stmctural constraints increase the stniggle for 



parents with difficult children. These constraints include media messages 

around violence and sexual stereotyping, for example in relation to body 

image and gender characteristics. The study data confimi that parents are 

aware of these issues, particularly in relation to peer culture. Parents 

understand that media messaging and advertising tend to exaggerate peer 

group identification for commercial purposes. As Ambert (1 992) suggests, 

the targeting of children and particularly adolescents as consumers moves 

them farther from parental influence at an earlier age. This likely 

exacerbates the struggle of parents to provide guidance, particularly to 

young people already presenting behavioural challenges. 

In her work with families who have handicapped children, Vincent (1998) 

suggests that family stress does not equal famify dysfunction. She has 

observed that the stress of dealing with the child is less Iikely to cause 

marital problems, child abuse or other dysfunction than are structural 

factors such as poverty and unemployment. This study suggests that 

Vincent's (1998) premise may apply equally to the parents of young 

offenders. The research participants demonstrated incredible resilience in 

the face of ovewhelming stress and loss. Yet, they endured. The study 

does not tell us the extent to which the participants' material support 

enabled them to endure, but Thoits (1995) observes that "individuals' 

location in the social structure differentially exposes them to stressors 

which in tum can damage their physical andlor mental health." (p.68) This 



suggests that people with material resources are better able to handle 

stress than those without. 

Vincent (1998) also observed that the families of handicapped children 

have developed better support than many ordinary families, with seventy- 

five percent of that support being non-professional. They rely first on their 

own skills and knowledge, then on whomever they are living with, extended 

families, close friends or neighbours, similarly situated parents, and finally 

professionals. This does not appear to be the expeflence of parents of 

persistent young offenders. These parents find their own skill and 

knowledge insufficient. They receive mixed responses from friends and 

family, and do not know to whom they can tum for help if they can rise 

above the paralysing feelings of shame and isolation to seek that help. 

Even when they seek help, it is not always available or effective. 

Several yean ago, the author spoke with a community development social 

worker about his experience bringing together a group of mothers who were 

former child welfare services recipients. He indicated the majority of those 

attending were "very pissed off at the systemn (Davies, 1996). Their 

common experience had been a long series of cries for help before needed 

services were provided, and then concems about inadequate foster care 

and professionals taking sides with youth against them. Comparing that 

experience with the information from study participants, it appears that 



structural reforrns are necessary to ensure timely support that is more 

effective for parents struggling to cope. The next section therefore provides 

some conceptual help to address the specific needs of the parents of 

young offenders. 

The Four Models 

As noted previously. conceptual models of youth justice generally do not 

take account of parental considerations. The perspective of parents is left 

out of academic discussion and. by extension, the training of justice system 

workers and the development of policies and laws. To emphasize the point 

made eariier. parents feel left out because they left out, and I suggest 

that this may leave them more vulnerable to be targets of Marne. 

In Chapter Three, a step was proposed to address the omission of parents: 

a longer version of the four models that included parental considerations 

(Table 1, p.62). The following discussion builds upon that step by 

discussing the nghts, responsibilities and needs of parents under the 

community change model. To reiterate, the community change model of 

youth justice is concerned with social inequality and the promotion of youth 

welfare to address the mot causes of youth crime. It incorporates 

alternatives to formal processes and a strengthened network of both 

preventive and treatment resources. It challenges the crime control trend, 

advocating custodial refonn for the very small number of young people who 



may require incarceration. Restorative justice practices, such as family 

group conferencing and sentencing circles, are consistent with the model of 

community change. 

Again, this model has been chosen because it represents an alternative to 

the status quo, an alternative that can encompass the best practice 

elements as detaifed in the literature on support and empowement. This is 

the only model where legitimate needs for support and empowement are 

identified as rights. The community change model is also consistent with 

the structural social work approach, recognizing the importance of 

addressing structural constraints in the design of human services. 

Under the community change model, youths and their parents would have 

nghts to a full range of needed supports. and to full participation in al1 youth 

justice processes. Combining these pnnciples with the issues identified in 

the literature and the themes from this study of parental experience has 

resulted in development of the following list: 

Aspects of the Communitv Chanae Model to Support and Ern~ower 

Parents 

1. education about the youth justice system 

2. timely and comprehensive information about a child's arrest 

3. a timely resolution process that is consensual rather than adversanal 



4. assured participation at al1 stages of decision-making 

5. access to material resources to enable participation. including 

affordable housing, employment. daycare, transportation, time off work, etc. 

6. contact and dialogue with other parents in similar circumstances. as 

facilitated by support workers 

7. access to a wide array of assessment, placement and treatment 

resources to help their child 

8. disposition alternatives to custody and a recognition of parental choice 

regarding outcome 

9. parent advocates with recognition in the system and skills to facilitate 

participation and critical reflection 

10. access to system workers who have time to engage 

11 .a sense of common ground with system workers to facilitate power 

sharing 

All of these elements would be provided to the extent required as part of 

the youth justice system. This would ensure families of equality before the 

law, and young people would not go to jail for want of needed services or 

treatment programs. Parents would be responsible to participate to the 

extent of their ability, and to make use of the support pmvided, including 

responsibility to look at personal issues such as addiction that might be 

adversely influencing a child. This participation would require extensive 



collaboration with justice system personnel, who would need manageable 

numbers of families to work with and a mandate for parental outreach. 

A round table or family conferencing process of resolving youth crime 

seems to have potential. Accountability could be assured thmugh court 

orders to back up the consensual problem solving achieved in such forums. 

but the emphasis would be on providing the support necessary to gain 

compliance. Concern over potential loss of due process would quickly 

dissipate if there were strict limits on the application of custodial sanctions. 

Although this discussion has wncentrated on the right to full participation of 

parents, the model is open to adding young people themselves as more 

active participants in the processes that decide their fate. The result could 

be a renewed measure of accountability, and a more effective response to 

youth crime. 

The Other Models 

As previously acknowledged, none of the models of youth justice exists in 

pure fonn and the community change model remains for the most part an 

ideal. It may be valid to ask to what extent the positive aspects of 

community change, as described above, might be incorporated into the 

Canadian youth justice system, dominated as it is by the other models. To 

briefly summarize the discussion of models in Chapter Three, the past 



twenty years has witnessed the welfare model give way to a justice model, 

retaining the strong influence of crime control. The YOA combined 

elements of each approach in a predominantly justice model, and was 

therefore described as exemplifying a modified justice model. The 

proposed YCJA also contains elements of the other approaches. but the 

rnost striking changes involve more harsh punishments for younger children 

in the f om of longer sentences, thus the view that it predominantly reflects 

a crime control approach. 

Although it is an uphill struggle, two factors might facilitate the greater 

inclusion of comrnunity change refoms without the revolutionary societal 

transformation required for full implementation. One factor is the reality of a 

mixed-rnodel approach. Because the YCJA legitimizes elements of 

community change, including local citizen committees and restorative 

justice practices, there is an opening for community activists to build upon. 

For example, the Community Justice Centre in Courtenay. British 

Columbia, has been developed over the past two years as a forum for 

bringing together young offenden and those they have hurt. The Centre 

receives police referrals and, based on the agreement of both offender and 

victim, a resolution conference takes place with a panel of three citizens 

and a facilitator. The conference is less cancerned with admission of guilt 

than an acknowledgement of ham dome and a willingness to make 

amends. 



This project has received widespread communtty support based on the 

expeditious resolution of crimes, accommodation of victims and reduced 

costs in the court system. It has afso attempted to provide young people 

with both work placements to make amends and counselling or mentoring 

as support mechanisms. As such, the project brings together a diverse 

group of citizen participants, including those who subscribe to a crime 

control approach and others who support community change. While 

different aspects of the program appeal to proponents of disparate models, 

the common attraction appears to be the element of local control. 

If other communities are enwuraged by the publictty around 

implementation of the YCJA to develop restorative justice programming, 

more people will experience the positive feeling that cornes with successful 

resolution of crime without recourse to the courts. This could create a 

renewed debate over expanded models of alternative measures, or "extra 

judiciai proceedings", using the terminology of the YCJA. Such a process 

might tap into the creativity that exists in many communities, a creativity 

that could promote more reforrn based on the community change model. 

A second factor that could promote elements of cammunity change 

alongside the cuvent system's modified justice and crime control 

approaches is the agency of those working within youth justice professions. 



Probation officers have the managerial support to develop programs such 

as pre-court education and support for parents, if they can find the time. 

They can also encourage citizen initiatives in this area, if unable to take a 

leading role themselves. The Courtenay court orientation program 

demonstrates that parents and workers can join forces to reach out in a 

supportive way to other parents. 

Another example is Lakeview Youth Open Custody Centre near Campbell 

River, British Columbia, where workers are attempting to buifd elements of 

restorative justice into their programming. Rather than viewing their 

residents as beyond redemption, correctional worken are looking for ways 

to bring youth together with those affected by their crimes. The hope is that 

such efforts towards reconciliation will promote a better connection between 

young offenders and their communities. 

These workers are influenced by the ideas of retired Dutch criminologist 

Herrnan Bianchi. He promotes the concept of a "peacemaking, agreement 

seeking approach, symbolized by the sanctuary" as an alternative to our 

systern of retributive justice, symbolized by the prison (Canadian 

Broadcasting Corporation Transcript, 1997, p.26). Bianchi advocates the 

operation of a dual or dialectical system of justice, whereby offenders can 

opt for a systern based on their free consent to a remedy or the current 

coercive approach. The fact that these ideas have currency in a youth 



custody facility is a hopeful sign that community change principles can be 

developed as Bianchi envisioned, alongside the more punitive rnodels of 

youth justice. 

The Faulty Parentinri Paradiam Re-Visited 

Chapter One outlined the author's transition over a twenty plus year career 

from attributing youth crime to faulty parenting. to understanding the 

struggles of mothen and fathers dealing with very challenging teens. The 

reader will be forgiven if assuming that the author has now adopted a 

position absolving alf parents from any part in the development or resolution 

of their children's offending. Such is not the intent. The literature makes it 

clear that there are family factors that influence offending behaviour (Smith 

€4 Stem, 1997). Also clear is that parents have a crucial role to play in both 

preventing and conecting their children's offending (Dishion &Andrews, 

1995; Cervenka, Dembo 8 Brown. 1996; Smith 8 Stem, 1997). One of the 

study participants demonstrated this when she took her son's offending as 

a sign that al1 was not well and engaged the whole family in supportive 

counselling. She sensed that, had there not been the opportunity for a 

prompt family resolution, her son might have gone further with his 

offend ing. 



Sadly, not al1 participants found such effective resolution. Several taxed 

their emotional resources to the extreme coping with their sons' behavioor 

and dealing with the system, while also searching for an explanation that 

included scnitiny of their own wnduct as parents. It is difficult to know what 

more might have been asked of these parents. What can be determined 

quite clearly is that there are systemic factors, including structural, 

programming and staffing issues, and individual factors that make a 

difference for stmggling parents and their boys. So, the expectation of 

parental responsibility must be balanced by an awareness of child effect 

(Ambert, 1992), parenting in difficult circumstances (Bradshaw, 1996; 

Smith, 1996; Gravelle, 1997). and structural and legal wnstraints (Reitsma- 

Street, 1994; Schaffner, 1997). This also speaks to the importance of 

effective avenues for participation so that the youth justice system does not 

thwart parental responsibility by leaving them on the sidelines. 

Of course, there are some parents who behave in cruel and neglectful ways 

towards their children, and others who are rendered ineffective by 

addictions or other dysfunction. Study participants acknowledged this, as 

does the author's experience. As noted in Chapter One, it is important for 

probation officers and other professionals to distinguish such 

charactenstics when encountered. But it seems important to ask whether 

the essential tasks of helping professionals, to provide appropriate support 

and facilitate empowerment towards more effective coping, are going to 



change other than by degree whatever the characteristics of particular 

parents. There will be situations wtiere parents are unwilling to engage, or 

appear stuck in some form of denial that is affecting their parenting. The 

important task for professionals appears to be detemining the extent to 

which a supportive and empowering approach may help such individuals to 

rnove in a positive direction. Professional must also not lose sight of the 

structural constraints impinging upon parents in general, and those on the 

rnargins in particular. Those constraints range from the societal inequality 

that affects too many parents, to the formidable challenge of peer culture 

affecting all. 

One prernise of this study has been that the attribution of blame is not 

helpful in addressing the very real problem of youth crime. It is the author's 

bias that cruel and neglectful parents represent a very small minority. A 

further bias is that most of the young people going through the youth justice 

systern are there either despite the best efforts of parents, or because their 

families lack the support required to dissuade them from crime. Debates 

about the causes of youth crime and society's response will continue, but 

hopefully with a sharpened awareness of the voices of parents. 



CHAPTER SEVEN: IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter begins by revisiting the original objectives of the research 

project by way of a summary of the key points raised thus far. The data is 

then integrated with the viewpoints of the research collaborators, parents 

with independent experience as identified in Chapter Four. This leads into a 

discussion of the research implications in relation to the proposed Youth 

Criminal Justice Act (YCJA). The chapter calls for renewed debate of our 

approach to youth justice and puts forward a series of rewmmendations for 

achievable policy and programrning initiatives that actively address the 

concems of parents. 

Research Objectives and Summaw 

The objectives of this research were identified as: 

1. to add to knowledge about parents and youth justice; 

2. to contest the idea that parents are to blame when children offend; 

3. to encourage parent-pro bation officer CO lla boration working for systemic 

change that honours parents' experience. 

The early chapters outlined the history of parenting as a social wnstruct 

that has changed in relation to economic and social conditions. The 

parenting of adolescents is a relatively new phenornenon that has become 

very complex in recent years, as structural constraints put the onus on 



individual families to cope with unprecedented change. Similady, youth 

crime is attributed to individual rather than societal factors, with the blaming 

of parents a significant and growing trend, as evidenced by the proliferation 

of parental responsibility laws. This parental blaming does not 

acknowledge how difficult it is to provide care for certain children, nor the 

impact that difficult children have on their parents. It also ignores the fact 

that youth justice and child welfare laws emphasize control over care, and 

procedure over substance, reinforcing parental responsibility without 

accounting for parental support and empowement needs. Among the 

social work approaches to parents of young offenders, there are still 

tendencies to leave out adult wnsiderations while viewing parents as 

targets for change based on their children's behaviour. A structural social 

work model would address these concems, but requires a progressive 

vision that incorporates govemment intervention and the equitable division 

of societal resources as an alternative to the liberal and neo-consewative 

vision of individual reliance that dominates society. 

Using the method of phenomenological inquiry, this research sought out 

parents who were willing to speak about their past expenence of youth 

justice. They were interviewed to discover the impact of their experiences in 

relation to issues of support, empowerment and structural constraints. The 

results indicated that parents suffered significant stress and loss, worked 

tremendously hard in order to cope, and encountered numerous difficulties 



in relation to the system. Despite those difficulties including significant 

injustice, most parents expressed little in the way of bittemess and fett 

general gratitude for the help that was forthcoming, particularly from 

specific individuals within the system. There was nothing to indicate that 

these were anything other than dedicated parents trying to make the best of 

very difficult circumstances. Hopefully, the depth of pain that these parents 

experienced comes across in the data presentation to those who, unlike the 

author, did not have the priviiege of meeting these people. If this data 

represents the experience of relatively secure parents who were willing to 

speak, what does it Say about less able or affluent parents and their 

struggles with the youth justice system? 

Collaborative View~oints 

Several people who already understand the pain of difficult parenting had 

the opportunity to read chapter five as collaborators in this research. Three 

of them were parents with experience of youth justice and one was a 

mother whose daughter has Fetal Alwhol Effect (FAE). The FAE mother 

said she could relate to much of what was reported. She had experienced 

frustration telling her story "over and over" to different professionals while 

searching for a diagnosis and some support. She recalled the inability of 

others to understand what it was like contending with her daughter's 

uncontrollable rages. Particularly galling was the experience of being 

lectured about lifestyle by a doctor who did not realize she was the adoptive 



mother and assumed that she drank during pregnancy. This feelirig of 

being perceived at fauit enabled her to relate to the parents in this study. 

Two other parents, a marri4 couple, found the data presentation 

resonated with their experience. They had gone through a similar ordeal of 

several years. dealing with a range of emotions and numemus ups and 

downs with their son. They had found support through Parents Together, 

where sharing their burden and supporting others helped them to cope. 

They also found helpful the eventual shift from searching for an explanation 

to focusing on what they could do to best help their son and themselves. 

Their sense of the court system was that 1 was too impersonal, and that it 

was important for young people to quickly face up to the people they hurt in 

order to resolve their crimes. 

The other collaborator had taken part in the author's original pilot study 

(Hillian, 1998). She was struck by the common experience of research 

participants. stating that the data fit with everything she had heard from 

others and with her own experience. She noted that some of the descriptive 

words were identical, recalling that her husband described a psychological 

report on their son as 'mumbo jumbo". She rernernbered how. in 

desperation. she had tned to put her son into foster care when he was 

twelve and was intewiewed by a young social worker who wanted to know 

"have you tried this, have you Pied that?" The implication is not that the 



worker's questions were unreasonable, but that this woman's experience 

was not acknowledged nor was the requested service provided. Reading 

the data also brought back memories for this rnother of how hard it was to 

find help, and how rnuch time was spent Ksimply floundering: She did find 

support through Parents Together, where she could talk with others who 

had some understanding of what she was going through. Overall, she 

expressed that the data was "teally good to read; it was M e  seeing it al1 

over again". 

These confirmations, in my view, support the validity of the data and the 

commonality of the experiences described. Again the question must be 

asked, if this is what it is like for articulate, well-off parents, what does that 

mean for others who are parenting young offenden without sufficient 

material resources or the ability to speak out? 

The research concludes that parenting a young offender can be an ordeal. 

and that there are numerous systemic changes required to provide better 

support for people going through the process. This is not to Say that these 

parents have not made mistakes along the way, or to exaggerate that a 

more parent-friendly youth justice system would solve the problem of youth 

crime. I hope however, that the case has been made that change towards 

a supportive and empowering youth justice system is worthwhile for the 

benefit of the parents involved. If parents can be better supported, they are 



li kely to be less distressed and more effectively engaged with youth justice 

professionals in dealing with challenging young people. The research of 

NACRO (1994) suggests that supporting parents to hang ont0 their difficult 

children will enhance those children's potential to grow out of criminal 

behaviour. That goal will benefit us all. 

Towards a Different AP~roach to Youth Justice 

It seems significant that the parent participant who experienced the least 

disruptive impact in her life had her son dealt wïth expeditiously by way of 

diversion from the court system. That is not to minimize her expenence. It 

is instructive that even with that positive outcome, she experienced feelings 

of anger, disappointment and self-blame. Her experience provides a 

baseline for the more intense and relentless impact on those parents who 

went through the system with their boys from age 13 to 18. Her experience 

may also provide a starüng argument for a less-intrusive approach to youth 

justice, wherein the already highly stressed experience of parenting a 

troubled youth is not aggravated by the system supposedly there to help. 

The possible expansion of restorative justice as an alternative to the court 

process holds promise for parents and youth, but only if such programming 

has the support services the data demonstrate as so important. 

The societal transformation called for by the community change model is 

not on the horizon, but perhaps it is not too late for a renewed debate on 



youth justice. The dominance of the crime control approach needs to be 

challenged, and we need to resist regressive steps Iike the cal1 for parental 

responsibility laws. f he proposed Youth Criminal Justice Act (YCJA) can 

still potentially be amended, with the previously expected proclamation in 

spring 2000 having been delayed by a Bloc Quebecais filibuster in the 

federal parliament (Moore, 2000). The Bloc's opposition to the YCJA is 

principled out of concem that Quebec's low youth incarceration rate will be 

jeopardized by the crime control bias of the new Act. Quebec has 

apparently been satisfied with the YOA and, unlike the rest of Canada, has 

not experienced the same clamor for change. 

The YCJA has been developed in response to the perceived inadequacies 

and public discrediting of the YOA. The YOA was originally hailed as 

landmark legislation but had not Iived up to its promise, becoming the focal 

point for a media-embellished debate over whether the law was too hard or 

soft on young people. Authors such as Bala (1994) and Lescheid and 

Gendreau (1994) noted the increasing reliance on custody under the YOA, 

with crime control advocates seen to have captured the agenda at the 

expense of advocates of the welfare model. Bala (1994) suggested that 

violent crime had not increased, although the public perception was 

otherwise. Corrado and Markwart (1 994) contradicted Bala, demonstrating 

a marked increase in youth violence even though the overall incidence 

remained low. 



Corrado and Markwart (1994) took a middle road on the too hardltoo soft 

debate. Their research indicated that the bulk of custodial sentences were 

short, with deterrence the intention, while longer incapacitating terrns were 

less prevalent than under the JDA. They cited the JJM case in Manitoba, 

where the Supreme Court upheld a two-year sentence based on traditional 

considerations, to illustrate that the youth justice systern had become a de 

facto replacement for an inadequate child welfare system. They also 

questioned whether the myth of a soft YOA served to undennine any 

deterrent value the system might have. In considering alternatives. Corrado 

and Markwart (1994) admired the Scottish system of lay panels, but 

acknowledged it would be wnstitutionally unworkable in Canada. They 

pointed to Quebec, with the most integrated youth justice, child welfare and 

mental health systems of any province, and also the lowest rate of youth 

incarceration. 

Bala (1994) listed our youth system's shortwmings: a murder rate one-sixth 

the U.S. level but second highest in the industnalized world; 

disproportionate representation of aboriginal and visible-minonty youth; and 

an increasing number of female offenders who have inadequate services. 

He stressed the Iimits of criminal law, citing public policy in education and 

welfare along with socio-cultural factors as the key deteminants of youth 

crime. Many of these authors have called for more resources, particularly 

early intervention, to address youth crime. Reitsma-Street (1994) pushed 

the envelope farther, questioning whether a better resourced and more 



clearly principled system would change the current reality. She challenged 

us to examine why custody is prefened to the improved social context 

which both research and youth themselves Say will make a difference. 

The 1997 report of the federal govemment's Standing Committee on Legal 

and Justice Affairs, Renewin~ Youth Justice, detailed the development of 

Canada's youth justice system and the public concem sumunding it. Citing 

presentations from researchers like Bala and organizations such as the 

John Howard Society, the report made fourteen recommendations for 

changing the YOA. These ranged from replacing the declaration of principle 

(Section 3) and educating the public, to lowering the minimum age of 

criminal responsibility to ten, amending provisions for transfer to adult court, 

and allowing judicial discretion in the admissibility of staternents. The 

Report also endorsed a comrnitment of resources to prevention and 

sentencing alternatives, and the movement of resources from custodial to 

community programming, while bringing Canada in line with other 

industrialized countnes through higher rates of diversion. 

The govemment's response to the Committee, A Strateav for the Renewal 

of Youth Justice, laid the groundwork for a new statute. The new law is 

intended to address the three perceived weaknesses of the YOA: the lack 

of prevention, ineffective sentencing and treatment for violent youth, and 

alternatives to custody for othen. The stated objective of the Justice 

Minister is the protection of the public through reducing youth crime, 



stressing a balance between crime prevention, accountability and 

rehabilitation. Many of the Cornmittee's recornmendations have been 

adopted, including expansion of restorative justice programs and a new role 

for community agencies, M i l e  others such as compelling parents to attend 

Court were rejected. lnterestingly enough, the inaccurately reported 

provision of harsh penalties for the parents of young offenders who break 

Court orders was the first feature of the proposed new law to receive wide 

media coverage. 

Although couched in progressive language, the stated objective of the 

YCJA places the crime control approach front and centre in the new Act 

(Jobe, 1999). This is not surprising, considering that crime control rhetoric 

has been rnost prevalent in demanding that the YOA be scrapped. Among 

the crucial questions to be answered as the YCJA is implemented are what 

resources will be available to young people and their families? Will the new 

emphasis on restorative justice keep more young people out of jail, or will 

the longer sentences and wider range of presumptive transfers to adult 

court continue the trend of dependence on custody? How will funding be 

assured for programs to support farnilies and prevent crime when there is 

no statutory provision to do so? Will provinces that have not fully 

implemented the alternative measures provisions of the YOA be any more 

likely to use the restorative justice options in the YCJA, when they are 

again not mandatory? 



As noted previously, the restorative justice possibilities of the YCJA could 

be good news for parents depending on how they are implemented. The 

process of implementing the new law does not currently include a role for 

the public in general, or parents in particular. For example, British Columbia 

is attempting to amend the YCJA section on famiiy group conferencing, a 

section that currently gives al1 actors in the process, including youth and 

parents. the ability to cal1 for a conference at any stage of youth court 

proceedings. Fearing this will be used as a delaying tactic. British Columbia 

negotiators are seeking amendment so that conferences can only be held 

at the discretion of a judge. Although the position makes sense based on 

the lack of any procedural guidelines for conferences within the YCJA, this 

is an example of a law with significant implications for parents being worked 

on by bureaucrats without parental participation. The challenge of involving 

parents in the development of public policy is acknowledged, but their 

participation could bring with it substantial expertise and perhaps result in a 

more effective law. 

Possibilities for Chanae 

Although it may be too late to change the mornentum of the YCJA. parents 

and probation officen will play a role in monitoring the irnplementation of 

the new Act and the operation of the youth justice system in general. For 

my part, 1 will be encouraging parents to participate with our local Family 



Court and Youth Justice Committee in sponsoring public meetings on the 

YCJA and assuring that the voices of parents are heard in such meetings. I 

will also be circulating this thesis among my cotleagues and senior 

management in the Ministry for Children and Families, taking them up on 

the offer to read and wnsider any recommendations. 

Pnor to doing research, f wondered what would happen if parents were 

given the opportunity to meet probation officers and each other earfier in 

the court process, in a less threatening atmosphere than their usual first 

encounter in the courtroom. It seemed that a supportive fonim in which to 

discuss their experiences might enhance the possibilities to counter 

poweiiessness, and might facilitate the working relationship between 

parents and probation officers. A parent program on the legal and 

educational rights of children in the Sacramento school district was deemed 

helpful towards improved parent relationships with school and youth justice 

personnel (Francis and Pickel, 1978). A Victoria parent counselling program 

identified distress over involvement with the Youth Justice system as a 

significant issue, leading to the publication of an information booklet for 

parents going through the system (Achtem & Bourque, 1999). 

With the help of parent volunteers, a colleague and I developed a Court 

Orientation for Parents program and offered it in Courtenay on a monthly 

basis during the spring and fall of 1999. The extension of the program is 

under discussion in w-operation with Parents Together and other local 



agencies that nin parent support programs. It is my hope that other 

communities will also consider how to meets their specific needs for parent 

support and education around the youth justice system. My youth probation 

colleagues throughout British Columbia are uniquely placed to encourage 

such initiatives. so hopefully they will consider this programming worthy of 

support. 

It is also proposed that the Ministry for Children and Families develop a 

forum to facilitate dialogue with parents. This is particularly important to 

give parents a voice around implementation of the YCJA, specifically such 

features of the act as family group conferencing. Several models are 

possible, including that of parent advisory committees comprised of people 

whose system experience has passed. The Courtenay Alcohol and Dnig 

Outpatient Clinic operated by the Ministry has a successful committee of 

recovered clients who meet regularly to review Clinic pragrams and 

procedures. There are also advisory groups for foster parents. Why not 

establish such a forum for parents of young offenders? 

Another possible venue for participation is the Court User Cornmittees that 

operate on an ad hoc basis in most communities with a courthouse. 

Although parents and other citizens would not normally be considered as 

"court users", an argument could be made for consumer representation at 

these tables, particularly dunng times of change such as the current 

procedural transition taking place in British Columbia. Some comrnunities 



also have active Family Court and Youth Justice Cornmittees where parent 

representation is possible. These cornmittees could facilitate parental 

involvement in other decision-masking bodies. such as the Court User 

groups. Another proposal involves developing a method of getting feedback 

from parents at the conclusion of their child's supervision. This would assist 

the youth probation system to understand the efiect of supeMsion from the 

parents' viewpoint, as well as giving parents an opportunity to contribute. 

Such information could be valuable in determining approaches to 

supervision and in contemplating change to such things as design of 

service and hours of operation. 

It is also recommended that the Ministry consider a program in the youth 

justice field sirnilar to the previous Community Development Initiative 

(Swets. Rutman and Wharf, 1995). Under that innovative program, 22 

cornmunity development social workers without caseload responsibilities 

were deployed throughout the province. Their mandate was to "establish 

services to assist communities to strengthen their ability to care for and 

protect childrenn and to "promote and encourage the participation of 

comrnunities in the planning, development and delivery of these servicesw. 

(p. 13) A similar program in youth justice could facilitate parent dialogue 

and participation, as recommended above. It could also encourage the 

development of community alternatives for the resolution of youth crime 

and en hanced local alternatives to custod y. 



A youth justice comrnunity developrnent program is important for several 

reasons. It could encourage innovation, creativity and community 

ownership in youth justice programming. This would be particularly helpful 

in promoting the restorative justice elements of the YCJA. and thereby 

keeping more young people out of custody. It would also rewgnize that 

probation officers cannot take on such initiatives as described above 

without staff resources to do so. A community development program would 

provide a vehicle and career opportunity to attract and keep progressive 

probation officers in the govemment service, Mi le  also serving as an 

inspiration to others working in the field. 

Another proposal for action. already undertaken by the author. is a 

resolution to the British Columbia Govemment and Service Employees 

Union's (BCGEU) upcoming bargaining convention. This resolution 

requests the Union to seek time off work for any parent to attend court with 

their child as a contracted benefit. If the BCGEU wuld successfully bargain 

for such a benefit, there is the possibility that other public sector unions 

would follow suit and that the private sector might also take note. 

Recognition in the workplace might not help parents of young offenders 

overcome the stigma of going to court, but at least they would not be losing 

pay to fulfill their duties and support their children. The extension of similar 

support to non-unionized ernployees is a more difficult process but no less 

worthy of pursuit. 



In terms of actual programming, it is recommended that the Ministiy 

consider as part of contract refom that services to youth and families not 

be restricted by such considerations as the expiry of a probation order. That 

would enable counselling and program work started as a condition of a 

Court order to continue on a voluntary basis with youth and families. It is 

also recommended that needed services, including counselling, activity 

workers and respite, be made available on a wider basis for any parent in 

need, and particularly for youth involved in crime. The deployrnent of 

probation support workers with specific youth and family support functions, 

would be one way to address this recommendation. lt is also important that 

Ministry programs are tailored to meet a wide range of famify support 

needs, rather than expecting families to fit into a particular box in order to 

receive services. The existence of youth justice contracts that are tied to 

federal cost sharing programs makes this difficult, but there is evidence of 

new thinking at work to change the traditional "stovepipen funding of needed 

programs. I hope this thesis can add an enthusiastic voice to that process. 

In Iine with the cal1 for probation support workers, a further recommendation 

concems the Ministry's Risk Needs Assessment. This case management 

tool has recently been adapted from the model developed primarily for use 

in adult corrections to one specifically for youth. A second adaptation is 

proposed, this time incorporating the support needs of parents in a non- 

judgmental manner. Such an adaptation would focus the attention of youth 



probation officers on the issue of social support from the viewpoint of 

parents. That new focus would not only acknowledge the importance of 

parent support, but would highlight when it was missing and hopefully 

promote efforts to bolster parental coping. Such an assessrnent tool would 

fit nicely with probation officers having the ability to access support workers. 

It would also add a social work dimension to the probation officer d e .  

A final recommendation is that the Ministry initiate dialogue with private 

industry and other govemment departments such as Forestry and 

Environment, with a view to developing outdoor training programs for young 

offenders. Youth crews could be devetoped to take advantage of the 

opportunity for meaningful work and training afforded in ouf mountains, 

forests and streams. Such programs should be available for young people 

who are out of school and have no constructive activity to occupy their time, 

whether they are involved with the youth court or not. Traditional age 

restrictions would need to change in recognition that the public school 

system in unable to meet the needs of many challenging adolescents. A 

training allowance could be paid as an incentive to properly supervised 

boys and girls as young as fifteen. This would counter the idleness and 

boredom that is behind much youth crime, and would enhance the skill 

base of marginalized young people to prepare them for future employment. 

It would also provide the benefits of mentoring, as supervisors could be 

hired from the ranks of the many gifted people who have lost their 



traditional work in such sectors as fishing and forestry. British Columbia 

could become a world leader in both youth training, wildemess stewardship, 

and alternatives to custody for troubled youth. 

In making this last recommendation, I recognize that much as parents want 

to be included in decision-making processes in the youth justice system, 

their pnmary concem is getting their young people safely through these 

difficult teen years. That is a task we can accomptish for more young 

people by providing the necessary support to them and their families. and 

by assuring that parents are empowered as full participants in the process. 

At the same time, we need to vigorously oppose so-called parent 

responsibility laws, resist the tendency to scapegoat parents, and build the 

parent-professional alliances necessary to bring creative responses to the 

resolution of youth crime. 
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Letter of Introduction To Parents: 

For the past twenty years, I have worked as a Youth Probation Officer 

employed fint by the Corrections Branch and now with the Ministry for 

Children and Families in Courtenay. I am also a student in the Master of 

Social Work program at the Faculty of Human and Social Developrnent, 

University of Victoria. and am doing research on the question: How do the 

parents of young offenders experience the Youth Justice system? I am 

interested in hearing from parents about what it has been like to have a son 

or daughter involved with the police. go through Court, be on probation or 

be in custody. I hope to leam from your experience what might be done 

differently and how the system might change to better assist, support and 

encourage families during what many people find to be a very stressful 

experience. 

If you are willing to be interviewed, please contact me by either enclosing 

your name and phone number in the postage paid envelope provided, or 

cal1 me collect at (250)334-5850. You would be agreeing to take part in an 

audio-taped interview of approximately 90-120 minutes at a mutually 

arranged time and place. You would be assured of complete wnfidentiality 

throughout the process, as described by the attached letter of consent. 

If you have further questions prior to deciding whether or not to participate, I 

would be pleased to get in touch with you to discuss further. 

T hanks very much for your consideration, 

Doug Hillian. 



Appendix 2 

Consent to be Interviewed: 

This Consent informs participation in an interview conducted by MSW student 
Douglas A. Hillian(250 334-5850) as part of a research project entitled How do 
the parents of young offenders experience the Youth Justice system? The 
project involves an interview of approximately 90-120 minutes with individual 
parents to leam what it was like for them to have a son or daughter involved with 
the poiice. go through Youth Court, be on probation, or be in custody. The 
researcher hopes to leam from parental experience what might be done differently 
to better help, support and encourage parents dealing with the Youth Justice 
system, including how that system could change. The interview results will be 
published as part of a thesis that will be available publicly through the University of 
Victoria library, and may abo be used by the researcher in public presentations- 

I consent to be interviewed having discussed the following conditions with the 

researcher: 

1. My participation is totally voluntary, I am free to withdraw for any reason at any 
point, and I am free to request that my responses or any part thereof not be 
included in the published document, in which case rny data will be immediately 
destroyed. 
2. Interviews will be audio-taped, with recordings transfened to the written page by 
the researcher and a paid transcriber. Recordings will be erased and transcripts 
shredded upon publication of the wmpieted thesis or by June 3om 2001, 
whichever cornes first. 
3. My privacy wilt be protected through the use of only first names in interviews, 
code names in field notes, the use of pseudonyms in transcripts, the removal of 
identifying features in transcripts, the separation of Consent forms and master lists 
from other documentation, and the secure storage of ail data including tapes and 
computer discs under lock and key. Only Douglas Hillian will have access to the 
raw data and code name key, and he will not disclose my identity in any wn'tten or 
oral communication to anyone. 
4. 1 will have the opportunity for a secand meeting within six weeks of the first 
interview for the purpose of reading and wmmenting on the transcript of my first 
interview. This meeting will be approximately one hour and will not be taped. I will 
also have opportunity to read the thesis. 
5. My participation or withdrawal from participating will have no bearing on any 
service I or my family may be in need or receipt of now or in the future from 
Douglas A. Hillian, the University of Victoria, the Youth Justice system or the 
Ministry for Children and Families. 
6. If I have any questions about this study or concerns about rny treatment as a 
research participant, I may contact graduate student supewisor Dr Marge 
Reitsma-Street at (250)721-6468. 
I have read this Consent, had the opportunity to discuss the project, and have 
received a copy for rny records. I consent to participate in this project as 
described: 

Participant: Date 
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