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Core for Child Welfare Social Workers 
Engagement 

 
Competencies and Learning Objectives 

 
Core Competencies 

 
The participant will understand and value the importance of engaging children, youth, 
families, kin networks, care providers, and community resources in a collaborative, 
strength-based process. 
 
 

 
Learning Objectives 
 
Knowledge 
 
K1. The participant will be able to identify key concepts of strength-based practice. 
 
K2. The participant will be able to describe effective strategies for engaging families 

and youth. 
 
K3.  The participant will be able to identify their mission statement for doing child 

welfare work to maintain positive focus. 
 

Skills 
 
S1. Given a case scenario, the participant will be able to identify the strengths of the 

child(ren), youth, parents and extended family members. 
 
Values 
 
V1. The participant values engaging the family and youth as experts in identifying 

their strengths, needs, and resources. 
 
V2. The participant values collaborative decision-making involving families, kin and 

community representatives, while acknowledging the potential impacts of 
authority and power in the engagement process. 

Northern California Training Academy 
Core for Social Workers: Engagement 
Participant Workbook: Updated Jan. 2016

2



11/3/2015

Northern California Training Academy

 Initial Rapport Building – So 
important

 Initial Risk Assessment
 Initial Developmental Assessment
 Understanding the client based on 

client info. 
 Decisions about how to work and 

engage the client – language, etc….

At your tables – Discuss. . .
1-What is it about this type of work 

that brought you to it? How did you 
get here?

2-Why is it important in your life right 
now that you have this job?

3-What parts of the job so far do you 
like the best and why?
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Energy

Good feeling

Bad feeling

The parents
we work with
(and sometimes us)
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 Common Findings In California
 Inconsistent or inadequate 

engagement of families
 Assessments did not address 

underlying issues or were not ongoing
 Services plans “boilerplate” and 

families not included in development a
 Services did not consistently address 

individual and family needs

 Philosophy of looking for strengths as 
well as identifying stressors within a 
family

 Use of language that supports strength-
based interventions

 A variety of models that support 
strengths of families while addressing 
concerns about child safety, permanency 
and well-being

 Child Welfare Train – Detention, Juris, Dispo..
 Parenting
 Counseling
 Drug Treatment

Services!

Bus Passes!
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Thinking About Change
Regarding anyone 

making a        
behavior change --

What are the three (3) 
most important 

influences, reasons 
or conditions that 

would lead someone 
to change his/her 

behavior?

 “Where Change Comes From”--Turns the 
client into a consultant regarding themselves. 

 Evocative--Listening more than telling; 
eliciting rather than installing, ”my job is to 
just give the client enough structure to 
reconnect to their resources.”

 Personal Choice and Control--
Acknowledging client’s ability to choose
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 Medical Model v. Systems Model

Problems & 
Pathology

Strengths 
&

Potential 

It’s About Balance

 It is a belief system.
 All these models 

share a strong value 
system as their 
foundations.

 Ying and Yang
 Building on what 

you have 

How did he use
The factors to create 
Change?
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 Why should we do it?   
(Importance)

 How would/can we do it?  
(Confidence)

 When should we do it?
(Readiness) 

1 10

No Desire       Unsure      Ready Changing

People enter at different points.
What you say makes a difference from there.

1. It’s not a trait

2. It’s interactive It’s not YOUR 
Responsibility

 The average person who gets help in 80% of 
the cases is better off than people who do not
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He that complies against his will is of 
the same opinion still – Samuel Butler

(1612 – 1680)

 Non-negotiable Issues
 Not If 

But HOW

Values are Involved

Obedience & 
Compliance

Behavior 
Change & 
Growth

(Hubble, Duncan, Miller 2000)

“most significant impact 
on outcome is influencing 
the client’s perception of 
alliance”
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 What is important to this client?
 Who is important to this client?
 What skills and abilities doe 

s/he have to build on to create 
change?

 The client is the 
experts/consultant on 
themselves

 What did you see?
 Who solved the problem in this 

clip?
 What types of questions, body 

language, tone of voice did she 
use?

 Pay attention to questions and 
how she uses them.

In our Work with Mandated Clients,

 Is there a difference between being right 
and being successful?

 What about Rosie?
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 Pair up with each other - One of 
you is someone who needs help 
with a problem; the other is the 
person who is going to help.  

 Have a usual conversation about 
the problem--make sure, helper, 
that you listen attentively to the 
problem

 Same two people stay together, 
in the same roles as before, and 
with same problem 

 Helpers Turn to Page - 4
 The only thing that changes is 

the helper now asks these 
questions. 

 Tell me about the times when this problem we 
have been talking about has been just a little bit 
better, or the problem is gone, even for a short 
time. What has that (or would that) been like?

 What is (or would be) different for you during 
those times?

 What would your best friend say how s/he 
could  tell that the problem is not as severe or 
you do not have the problem anymore without 
you mentioning it?
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Why Don’t People 
Change?

They don’t Care

(unimportant) They don’t see 
(denial)

They don’t know 
how

(Unskilled)

They don’t 
know how

(uninformed)

Low HighProbability of behavior change

Staff tells why it’s important – client nods his/her head

Client thinks about why change is personally important

Client talks about why change is personally important

Client makes verbal commitment to change

The greatest good you can 
do for another is not to 
share your riches but to 
reveal to him his own –

Benjamin Disraeli
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Instead of Problem Solving –Focus on 
Solution Building!

“Different paradigm. We're not worrying about the 
problems.  We discovered that there's no connection 
between a problem and its solution. Because when you 
ask a client about their problem, they will tell you a 
certain kind of description; but when you ask them 
about their solutions, they give you entirely different 
descriptions of what the solution would look like for 
them. So a horrible, alcoholic family will say, "We will 
have dinner together and talk to each other. We will go 
for a walk together.“ Insoo Kim Berg

 Page - 5   Working Assumptions for Parents

 Page - 6   Working Assumptions for Children

 Positive, solution building approach

 Replace the focus from problems to 
client strengths

 Client is the expert of the problem

 Basic attending skills are important

 Focus on the client
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 Be not-knowing

 Use client’s language – weave into next 
questions

 Notice something positive about the 
client

 Listen for what the client might want 
different

 Accept what the client wants as valid and 
reasonable

 Assume the client wants to cooperate

 Ask for client’s understanding of the situation

 Listen for who and what are important to the 
client

 If expectations for others seem unrealistic, ask:  
“How do you know he/she can do this?”

Questions that ENGAGE a family

What questions 
engage?
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 Look for the 
families 
perspective of the 
problem and the 
solution.

 Seek what is 
important to 
THEM!!

THE MOST “USEFUL” QUESTIONS

• Are open-ended

• Begin with “How” or
“Wh…” What? Who? When?

• Use “WHEN…” rather than “IF…”

 What would the judge say?
 What would your friend say?
 What would your significant other 

say?
 What would your mom or dad say?
 What would your social worker say?
 What would your parole officer say?
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 Overwhelmed?
 Distraught?
 Upset?

 Start with how they 
are coping

 All problems have exceptions
 Look for when they were successful
 Look for the possibilities and find the

solutions

As you watch
 Look for her 

strengths.

 What can you build 
on?

 What is her 
perception of the 
problem?

Northern California Training Academy 
Core for Social Workers: Engagement 
Participant Workbook: Updated Jan. 2016

16



11/3/2015

 Break up into 
groups of two.
 One person be 

Terri.
 One person be the 

Social worker.
 Follow the script 

like you were 
actors.
 How did 

engagement 
happen?

Write two exception or one 
coping and one exception 
question that you would like 
to ask Terri.
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Solutions Based Practice 

You are interviewing Terri after she has entered her drug treatment program. Please use the 
following to get you started and then improvise, supporting mom in exploring her positive 
coping skills and developing her own solutions for behavior change. After you have tried it, 
please switch roles and try it again. Be creative and have fun! 

Social Worker: Hi Terri, thank you for meeting with me today. 

Terri: Sure 

Social Worker: You have been in this treatment program for about a week now, is that right? 

Terri: Yes 

Social Worker: How is it going for you? 

Terri: Well, I have my good days and my bad days. 

Social Worker: Tell me about one of your good days. How does that go? 
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Exception Questioning 

Please find a partner and practice the following interview.  

You are interviewing Terri after she has been in the treatment center for two weeks. She is 
starting to have a really hard time managing in the program. She told her counselor that she 
didn’t think that she could stay and was thinking of leaving the program. After getting 
permission from Terri, the counselor called you very concerned about Terri. You decided to 
move your appointments around for the day so that you can go right out and see Terri this 
morning. When you arrive, Terri comes into the room looking tired and disheveled.  

Social Worker: Hi Terri 

Terri: Hi 

Social Worker: It looks like you are having a pretty hard time. 

Terri: Yea, I don’t think that I can make it. 

Social Worker: What’s going on for you? What is hard for you right now, hard for you to deal 
with? 

Terri: I miss my life, I need…… I need…. 

Social Worker: To get high? 

Terri: Yea. 

Social Worker: What is good about the drugs Terri, what do they give you? 

Terri: I don’t know. They make me feel better, they are fun, fun to do with my friends. 

Social Worker: Well I can understand that. What else? 

Terri: They make me feel better… when things get hard, they make me feel better. 

Social Worker: Hmmm. Yea, I can see that. What’s not so great about them? How do they mess 
up your life? 

Terri: They made me lose my kids, I miss my kids, they make me tired, and they make me
fight with Anthony. 

Social Worker: Anything else? 
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Terri: Well they make me feel bad, and when I’m tired I can’t pay attention to my kids, 
sometimes I sleep for a couple of days and I don’t know what went on when I wake up. It’s kind 
of scary. This has been going on so long. I get tired of it. 

Social Worker: Has there ever been a time when you weren’t using and things were going well? 

Terri: Oh yea,  Last year, when I first met Anthony, we were not using and we were all so 
happy. 

Social Worker: What was that like? Like a typical day, how did it go? 

Terri: I would get the kids up for school and Anthony would make breakfast while I got them 
dressed. We would be laughing, and tickling…It was pretty fun. Then Anthony would take them 
to school on his way to work and I would go to work. I enjoyed it, my kids were happy. 

Social Worker: Wow it sounds like your family is really important to you and you know how to 
make them happy. You sound like you were very strong then, feeling good. 

Terri: Yea 

Social Worker: Sounds like you have many options for making yourself happy and being able to 
care for your family. Hmmm, I wonder what is really going to be important to you. 

Terri: I think that I can stay a little longer. 
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