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Abstract: Using a semi-structured interview format, students (n = 7) attending an 
alternative school program who were supported by child and youth care (CYC) 
practitioners described their view of the work these practitioners do and the effect it has 
on the students. We were interested in learning about how students perceived the 
strategies and interventions they experienced and how the said interventions affected 
student outcomes. Students described program strategies such as the use of a token 
economy and daily group sessions as well as practitioner strategies including presence, 
support, use of self, and the student as resources for information and assessment. Students 
accomplished a variety of academic and socio-emotional outcomes, and identified the 
relationship as the basis for effective work between themselves and the CYC practitioner. 
Students identified both passive and persistent engagement strategies in the relational 
context. Together, these two types of engagement seem to create a continuum of constant 
engagement. Through a comparison of the student perceptions to the CYC practice 
literature, we offer a beginning point for a dialogue between students and theorists and 
researchers about some of the accepted and common practice strategies in our field. 
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 Increased pressure on the part of government for accountability has led service providers 
in children’s mental health to adopt Evidence-Based Practice (EBP), train child and youth care 
counsellors in specific Evidence-Based Treatments (EBT), and focus on gathering outcome data 
for children, youth, and families who use their services. As such, there is a growing interest in 
further understanding the way that CYC counsellors are developing and utilizing specific EBP/T 
activities within the life space of clients and in formal intervention protocols. The uptake of 
EBP/T in children’s mental health has influenced other service sectors employing CYC 
practitioners, including child welfare, juvenile justice, and, to a lesser extent, the education 
sector.  
  
 Previous research on the use of EBP/Ts (Stuart, Fulton, Kroll, Rapuano, & McMillan, 
2008) showed that CYC practitioners working in group care settings implement many different 
intervention strategies that are consistent with intervention strategies used in EBP. These 
practitioners apply the interventions in the life space of the young person in planned and 
purposeful ways that are consistent with treatment goals. Although evidence-based practices are 
frequently used by CYC practitioners in group care, there has been limited exploration of the 
EBP used in non-residential settings or the specific outcomes that derive from CYC 
interventions. Research on the working strategies of CYC practitioners which precipitate 
outcomes for young people has relied primarily on the scientific approach through the 
implementation of EBP/Ts. It is understood in practice that across settings the intervention 
strategies of CYC practitioners include, but also reach far beyond, the utilization of EBP/Ts. 
Relationship, for example, is a mechanism for change which cannot be captured in a scientific 
approach. A CYC approach to working with young people seeks their meaningful engagement 
and values their voices as evidence regarding what interventions and strategies are helpful to 
them and the relation of the interventions to outcomes. Engaging youth by soliciting their 
opinions about the intervention activities and resultant outcomes is a crucial aspect of gathering 
new information about what is of value to those served. 
  
 Given the significant lack of current research that addresses what types of strategies CYC 
practitioners employ in the educational sector, we were interested in speaking with young people 
about their experiences with CYC practitioners in a school setting. The goal of this study was to 
explore the relationships between life space intervention strategies of CYC practitioners, the 
service program(s), and the outcomes of the participating youth in an alternative school setting. 
Our specific research objectives were: 
 

1. to understand how students perceived the intervention strategies they experience in a 
school setting; and 
2. to identify how students connected interventions with their real or anticipated 
outcomes.  

 
Method 

  
 The research reported here is part of a larger study exploring perceptions about CYC 
strategies for intervention and the resultant outcomes of both CYC practitioners and the youth 
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they work with. Social service organizations that engaged CYC practitioners to provide a variety 
of services to youth volunteered to participate. An exploratory qualitative approach using semi-
structured interviews enabled us to engage youth in a discussion about their perceptions of the 
work of CYC practitioners. The interview questions were designed to elicit information about the 
perceptions of the strategies and interventions used and the outcomes experienced by the youth. 
The semi-structured interview approach provided opportunity for the participants to speak freely 
in their own words, and flexibility for researchers to probe participants to clarify or request 
further detail. 
    
Setting  
  
 All participants attended an alternative high school program (Section 23) in the Toronto 
area. Students attended the program because they had been identified (by self or other) as 
requiring extra academic and socio-emotional supports not available to them in a mainstream 
school setting. The program was located in a building that was shared with another 
(unassociated) school, each with their own entrances and schedules. The program employed four 
teachers and four CYC practitioners with a maximum of 24 high school students. 
 
Recruitment and Data Collection 
  
 Using a purposeful approach to recruitment, CYC practitioners in the school provided 
preliminary information on the study to students whom they felt were experiencing success and 
who could speak to their experiences within the setting. We then met with the students as a group 
at the school to provide additional details on the study and emphasize the voluntary nature of 
participation. Written informed consent was obtained from participants during this meeting and 
interviews were scheduled for the time immediately following the meeting in a room separate 
from the classroom area. A team of three researchers individually interviewed the students. In 
total, seven (n = 7) students participated, five males and two females, aged 16 to 18 years. Two 
had been in the program less than 6 months, four between 6 and 12 months, and one had been in 
the program for over one academic year. The interviews were audiotaped and lasted an average 
of 30 to 40 minutes. Students received a $25 honorarium for their participation in the study. 
  
Data Analysis 
  
 Interviews were transcribed verbatim in preparation for analysis. All identifying 
information in the data was replaced with a participant code in the process of transcription. The 
interviews were coded thematically using NVivo 8 software. Preliminary analysis consisted of a 
line-by-line review of the data without any preconceived ideas to identify preliminary themes. 
Once preliminary themes were identified, they were reviewed with the second author following 
her independent review of the transcripts. The discussion of preliminary themes grounded the 
themes in the data and identified overarching themes related to the research questions. The 
analysis was initiated by the first author and checked independently and collaboratively with the 
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second author through regular meetings to review the emerging themes1

 

. After each meeting the 
first author returned to the data to check and code new emergent themes and revise the analysis. 

Results 

 Six separate but interconnected themes emerged in thematic analysis: 
  

1. CYC practitioners inserting themselves in the life space.  

2. Program strategies of CYC practitioners, which includes sub-themes of the token 
economy and group time. 

3. Working strategies of CYC practitioners, which includes sub-themes of presence, 
support, use of self, students as a resource, and assessment.  

4. Student perspectives on treatment goals.  

5. Student perspectives on outcomes now and in the future, which includes sub-themes of 
future outcomes, academic outcomes, and socio-emotional outcomes.  

6. Relationship, which includes sub-themes of development of relationship, naming the 
relationship, relating strategies to outcomes, passive engagement and persistent 
engagement. The sub-themes passive engagement and persistent engagement were 
strategies used by CYC practitioners in the relational context, which together formed a 
continuum of constant engagement. 

1. C Y C  Pr actitioner s I nser ting T hemselves in the L ife Space 
 
 CYC practitioners engaged with students primarily in the school environment; however, 
youth (n = 6) described instances in which their practitioners connected the school and the home 
spaces through regular communication. In the eyes of students, this constant contact between 
CYC practitioners and youths’ caretakers promoted their success. 
  
 Constant contact with the guardians. Which I don’t know how awesome that is for the 
 kids themselves, but … when everyone knows everything, well that may not be what a lot 
 of people want or desire, it is definitely something that is helpful because there is 
 constant contact and support in between the two. (002cs) 
  
 The student further described this “constant contact” as a way for the CYC practitioners 
to make their presence known to the youth outside of the school environment. The extension of 
practice beyond the “place” of school and into a more broadly defined life space was noted by 
another student who identified how she transferred her newly acquired social skills to other 
systems in which she was involved. Neither the practice strategies nor the outcomes were 
restricted to the school setting. 
                       
1 The third author interviewed students for this study and completed an analysis of data from CYC practitioners in 
the program. 
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2. Pr ogr am Str ategies of C Y C  Pr actitioner s 
 
 Program strategies were used by all CYC practitioners and affected all students in the 
school. Participants identified rules, routines, rewards, and group activities as important 
contributors to their success at the school. Built into the school program were daily routines and 
rules established as structures for the students. 
  

But sometimes their parents can’t afford certain things or say for instance can’t make a 
lunch every day. So what happens here is the program here has lunches on Mondays and 
Fridays where you make a sandwich, or make a sandwich and have a pop or something 
like that…And certain days of the week we have hot lunch. That means, like last 
Monday, I actually made spaghetti and meatballs. (001) 
 
Sometimes you have to owe back time if you’re late and stuff, but I think that reassures 
me that I need not to be late so that, you know, at least there is some type of discipline 
here. (003jv)  

  
 Rewards for good behaviour included early dismissal, extra breaks, computer time, and 
earning dollars towards the token economy. The token economy was a structure that the CYC 
practitioners used to reward students when they noticed positive behaviours or “good” choices 
on the part of the students. In addition to program-wide rewards available to all students, youth 
were able to earn “dollars” by demonstrating behaviours related to their individual case plans and 
goals. Students believed that the presence of the reward system called “D dollars” kept them 
motivated to be on time and on task throughout the day, while helping them develop a sense of 
responsibility to themselves and others. 
  

Oh yeah, we have – we have, we also have auction. Which is like for everything we do 
good, for instance I get – basically it’s D dollars, right. So if we do – if we do good class, 
like if we do good in class like no interruptions, get down to work, you just got yourself 
five D dollars. And every two weeks you auction – they put stuff up for auction. Like for 
instance, um – this, say this was five D dollars, and then the bid would start at five, and 
like five dollars – six, seven, eight ... and you can earn gift cards, McDonald’s or Tim 
Hortons or HMV, or Wal-Mart, or anything. We usually, sometimes we get candy, pop, 
chips, you know, you name it...one time somebody won an MP3 player. So yeah, it was 
pretty good. (001) 
 

 All students participated in a daily group session developed and led by CYC 
practitioners. Group was an interactive environment where students learned social and other life 
skills. As described below, the topics varied and seemed to be jointly determined between 
students and CYC practitioners. 
  

We’ve done stuff on safe sex, a thing we were doing on nutrition; we just recently 
watched The Pianist and discussed it and all that. So it’s a smattering of everything. Just 
on stuff that the staff thinks are interesting and can help us in our current time in life. 
(002cs) 
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3. W or king Str ategies of C Y C  Pr actitioner s 
  
 The students (n = 7) identified a variety of planned and in-the-moment strategies that 
were employed by the CYC practitioner, the youth, or through collaborative efforts by both 
players. They included presence, support, the use of self, the student as a resource for 
information, and assessment. 
 
           Pr esence. Students noted that the ongoing, non-intrusive presence of CYC practitioners 
in their physical life space allowed practitioners to observe and assess needs so that they could 
then help students manage and respond to emotional states. Here, a student identified a situation 
where the CYC practitioner acted after she had been present over a period of time: 
  

Like, we have this thing called Group where we all, sometimes we all sit and talk. I used 
to sit in the back and I didn’t say anything. Then she would call me out, and before I got 
really mad, but I realized that it was actually helping me, because I needed that push to 
talk more. (003cm) 
 

The constant presence of the CYC practitioners in the school allowed students to call upon the 
workers when they needed support or guidance: 
  

I’d have to say, you know, I just would miss the constant presence, because it’s like 
they’re always there. Even if I’m not using it, I could go say “I’m having a problem with 
this. I need help with this. Can you help me?” And that’s always really great and just the 
constant – their presence here and how they’re just so great with everyone. (002cs) 

  
 Suppor t. The CYC practitioners’ physical presence in the life space created an 
environment that prepared students to receive and/or seek out support. Support was provided for 
both academic and socio-emotional reasons. All students (n = 7) noted that their primary CYC 
practitioner actively engaged in providing them with one or both of these types of support: “For 
the most part they are there to support you academically and also – like, I don’t know what the 
word is, not mentally, but like more emotionally” (003jv). 
  
 Students described both active and conversational support. CYC practitioners engaged in 
active support with students by providing specific assistance to accomplish goal-related tasks or 
to help them advocate for themselves. Conversational support involved verbal response to a 
behaviour, validation, congratulations, advice or guidance, and motivation. Active listening by 
the CYC practitioner was a key component of student support. Students indicated that both types 
of support provided them with tools and created opportunities that allowed them to take risks and 
experience new things. The positive reinforcement that one student received from the CYC 
practitioners was a strong motivating factor that encouraged her to work toward her goals. She 
compared her experiences in the program to those she had in mainstream schools: “It’s like 
nobody ever notices. But to me, here, it’s more the attention that you get, it’s more reassuring” 
(003jv). 
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 Students compared the support systems in the school to those found in families. Here, the 
student explained that the support that he received from his primary CYC practitioner was much 
like the support that he would expect from a mother, who reminds him of daily events and tasks 
and assists him with developing proper social interactions with others. He said that the personal 
and tight-knit environment the staff created in the school felt much like a family: 

 
It’s a very personal setting, it’s like a family-like setting, because we are together all day, 
everyday. So it’s really great to be in the setting, because some students here are in 
residence, group homes, where they may not get that kind of family setting where they 
should be. So it’s good that they can come to this school, this program, where they can 
get that kind of family setting. Because we do come here, we do work, we have fun, play 
games, we um – we had a Thanksgiving dinner, we had a Christmas dinner here, we had 
a Hallowe’en party, we had all these little get-togethers, all these little lunches, it’s really 
good. Yeah. (002jv) 
 

 Use of self. Students described how CYC practitioners used themselves as tools in their 
personal approach to practice, using their personality and interests to inform how they interacted 
with students. Areas of common interest between CYC practitioners and students, such as 
movies, music, and sports, formed the basis of conversations at breaks, at lunch, or in the 
morning before school. Students reacted differently to the varied ways that CYC practitioners 
engaged them, and invested more in the topics and individuals who most suited their personal 
interests: 
 
  So like, it’s great, because I can relate to her. Like, we listen to the same kinds of music, 
 some of the same interests and whatnot. So it’s easy to sit down and talk to her, not like 
 youth worker and student, but like acquaintances. (002jv) 
 
Overall, students (n = 6) appreciated the ways that CYC practitioners informed practice using 
self, and were approachable when advice, companionship, or support was sought. 
  

I think she just is a very approachable kind of person. She’s really down to Earth, so it’s 
really easy to go up to her and say, you know, “I’m having a problem with this so on and 
so forth, could you help me?” And she doesn’t like, you know, when you’re in class we’ll 
talk at break or talk at lunch – she’s like, okay. We’ll sit down and we’ll talk about the 
issue at hand and maybe brainstorm some ideas as to what we can do and we’ll go from 
there. So she’s – she’s just been amazing all year. (002jv) 
 
Students as a r esour ce. Students are resources for information about their own needs 

and their progress made in the program. CYC practitioners asked students to share how 
intervention strategies were working, and to identify where they thought the approach should be 
changed to increase their opportunities for success. Their responses allowed CYC practitioners to 
gather information and collaboratively develop new working approaches. 

  
A ssessment. Students identified the formal and informal assessments used to determine 

academic and socio-emotional needs and goals, and to track their progress over time. Informal 
assessments happened frequently (daily or weekly according to youth needs) through 
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conversation initiated by either a practitioner or the student. They were generally unplanned, but 
students observed that assessment was a significant part of the CYC practitioners’ regular 
routine. Formal assessments were performed during regular case plan meetings with primary 
workers where students shared their successes and struggles and updated their case plans. These 
assessments were individualized and personalized to fit each youth, and were not limited to 
formal program goals but could include any part of the life space that was relevant. Case plan 
meetings were scheduled on a biweekly to a monthly basis. 

   
 Students further noted that CYC practitioners also assessed the quality and effectiveness 
of interventions with students by asking questions and making observations. CYC practitioners 
asked students whether or not particular strategies and interventions were helpful to them, and 
students became comfortable approaching their primary CYC practitioner if there was an 
intervention or a strategy being employed that was not a good fit for them. 
  

Because she asks, like, “Did you accomplish this today?” and I tell her yes or no. And if 
it doesn’t [work], she’ll say “Okay, we’ll try something else, or we’ll see what needs 
improvement”. And if it does, she’s happy. Yeah, but if it doesn’t, then she usually helps 
me on what didn’t, what went wrong in it, or how come, what stopped me from 
completing it. Then we’ll work on that. (003cm) 
 

4. Student Per spectives on T r eatment G oals 
 
 Students identified goals in two areas: academic goals and personal development goals. 
Academic goals included showing up to school on time daily (n = 3), staying on task, and 
completing assigned work (n = 5). Students also mentioned such goals as getting good grades 
and preparing for re-entry into mainstream high school by staying organized and successfully 
managing the workload. 
  
 Personal development goals were specific to each student (n = 4); these included acting 
as a role model for newer students, accepting redirection and decisions made by CYC 
practitioners or teachers, being more honest, and developing social skills. Three students 
identified feeling a sense of responsibility to fulfil their goals because they had become 
committed to positive personal and academic change. 
  

And I just really wanted to change myself, because I wasn’t – like, I’m a sociable kind of 
guy, people don’t think of me as a bad influence on other people or prone, um, to 
negative influences, or vulnerable to that but, you know, I was. You know, I was doing a 
lot of bad stuff. You know, skipping school, failing in school, just wasn’t working well 
for me in the family setting. (002jv) 
  

 Students informed goal and case plan development by sharing personal or academic goals 
with primary CYC practitioners (n = 4). Other students were more removed from the process and 
the CYC practitioner then established goal and case plan development to ensure a proper fit with 
the student (n = 3). In one case, development was informed by a parent along with the staff 
member and student. 
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5. Student Per spectives on Outcomes, Now and in the F utur e 
 
 Students spoke of their individual outcomes in three areas: future outcomes not yet 
achieved, academic outcomes, and socio-emotional outcomes. Socio-emotional outcomes 
included sub-themes of improved outlook, responsibility, and the development of skills needed 
for success in the school environment. 
 
 F utur e outcomes. Future outcomes are separate from, but related to, the achievement of 
program goals. Attending post-secondary education was cited (n = 6) as an expected long-term 
outcome of program participation. Shorter term goals for the future were unique to each 
individual student and included the completion of specific credits before the end of the school 
year, taking on a recognized leadership role as a peer helper, developing skills to cope with the 
academic workload, and feeling comfortable in social situations with peers. 
  

A cademic outcomes. A ll students (n = 7) identified achievement of at least one academic 
outcome since starting in the program. Most frequently cited was an increase in grade marks (n = 
4), followed by the ability to complete more school work (n = 3), and increased academic 
success as a result of regular, timely school attendance (n = 2). 

  
Then Grade 11, it was just the worst year. That was last year. That was just like the worst 
year from me. Um, I think I failed – out of eight courses I think I failed six... and she 
recommended me to this day program… it’s been amazing. Like I’m passing everything. 
Above and beyond my own expectations and goals. Like courses, I got a bonus credit for 
outstanding achievement in this program, and my work is at academic and university 
level. (002jv) 
 

 Socio-emotional outcomes. Students identified achievement of personal development 
goals; those who had not identified specific personal development goals were still able to 
recognize outcomes in this area. 
   
 I mproved outlook. Since starting, some students had experienced a change in their world 
view or feelings about involvement in the program. The following student noted that the content 
of his personal journals had become more positive and he was able to associate this shift with his 
positive experience in the program: 
  

Well, at the start of the program I was really dark, I don’t want to say it, but sometimes 
violent... And now, it’s like, ah, I used this word before: optimistic, it’s more positive 
than it was... It’s very optimistic now. It’s got a more positive outlook on life and on 
change... I was just able to come in here and learn a lot about myself...and about why I’m 
in this situation...at the beginning it was like, “I’m in here because I’m an idiot”, or 
whatever, but now I’m realizing I’m in here because my past experiences directly 
influence my school work and my school life. (002jv) 
  

 Another student, on the verge of dropping out when she entered the program, experienced 
a significant shift in the way she thought about education and was looking forward to returning 
to the program the following year with new aspirations of getting a post-secondary education. 
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This was significant given that she started in the program only a month before the interview took 
place: 
 

Honestly, before I came to this school it’s really, I don’t know, never been talked about. 
But before I came to this school, I wasn’t actually going to back to school. I was just 
going to get a full-time job. But I said that I was going to come here for a month and if I 
liked it then I would stay.... I thought it was going to be like skipping or whatever, but 
when I came here I was like, everybody’s smiling, everybody’s like, “hello, good 
morning, how are you?” And it’s like, it makes you feel wanted, like people actually want 
you to go to school. It’s not just my parents like standing over me, “you have to go or 
else”...but it’s like they want you to realize that it’s really going to benefit you in the long 
run. So for the most part it just made me excited; like okay, if I can be excited about 
school there’s something you guys are doing right. And it’s like, I think it’s the fact that 
everybody is so upbeat and happy about it; it’s like, what makes it worthwhile. (003jv) 
  

 R esponsibility. Students identified times when they acted responsibly, including acts of 
reminding themselves of goals and tracking them, determining effective working strategies to 
stay focused and on task, cooking a meal for everyone in the program, encouraging others to 
arrive at school on time, approaching staff when an issue presented that they thought would 
affect school work, and refraining from physical confrontation with peers in times of conflict. 
   
 Development of skills needed for success in the school environment. Two students (n = 
2) described time management outcomes, indicating that being habitually late for school was no 
longer an issue for them. Two students noticed an increase in their ability to retain focus on tasks 
for longer periods than were typical before: 
  

My behaviour is, I’m very, I’m more calm... But now I’ve actually learned to, like, sink 
my butt in this chair and actually listen to people. So I couldn’t be able to do it four years 
ago. So yeah, I find that more what you say, I can see now that I’m not fitter, jittery, you 
know I can actually sit here and talk to you guys. (001) 
  

 Students developed social skills and were more confident interacting with peers (n = 3). 
Development of social skills improved students’ anger management skills, self-esteem, and self-
concepts. The following student was not yet convinced that he had seen academic or personal 
success in the program. He spoke of having continued trouble staying on task and not getting 
“caught up” in distractions created by peers during group sessions. When he did get caught up, a 
CYC practitioner would initiate discussion about his behaviours following the group session, 
often offering suggestions for appropriate change. The student indicated that he had become less 
disruptive and more likely to consider the consequences of an action before engaging in it; 
however, he spoke with hesitation and was uncertain about whom or what to credit for these 
changes. Rather, he credited his successes only to developing maturity as a result of growing 
older. The student noted that he still struggles at times: “Well like, I think things through more 
before I try to say something. But sometimes it can be hard when a lot of people are joking 
around about that” (002cm). 
 
6. R elationship 
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 Descriptions of the process of the development of relationship with CYC practitioners 
and the labels used by students in naming the relationship give insight into the perceptions of 
students regarding the relational strategies of CYC practitioners in the setting. The relationship 
between strategies and outcomes is described through the process of constant engagement by 
CYC practitioners, which includes passive engagement and persistent engagement. Descriptions 
and examples of these terms are provided. 
  
 Development of the r elationship. Relationships with CYC practitioners developed in a 
variety of ways. Some credited the CYC practitioner for being patient and available to students 
when they were ready, while others mentioned the reciprocal nature of relationship development 
(such as shared time during breaks and lunches). Students said that the genuine, personal 
approach, and sharing of self by the CYC practitioners helped them feel more comfortable and 
connected in the relationship. Six students (n = 6) mentioned that they trusted their primary 
worker. Half of these (n = 3) mentioned that the CYC practitioner was able to facilitate the 
development of trust through physical presence, caring actions, and consistency. 
  
 Naming the r elationship. Students used the metaphor of either friend or family to 
describe their feelings for workers and their perceptions of relationships with them. In one 
instance, a student differentiated between the relationship he had with his primary CYC 
practitioner and other CYCs: the first was like family, while the others were more like friends. 
  

I just consider her like my big sister, I can just talk to her about anything. She’s always 
listening and when it’s time for class, she’ll still have time for me ... She lets me finish 
what I’m saying and she helps me and she gives me feedback. Yeah, so our relationship 
is really good. (003cs) 
 

 Students identified qualities of the relationship that demonstrated their understanding of 
its characteristics, even when they chose not to affix a label to it: 
 

I don’t know if it’s a really close relationship, but we’re definitely – she’s there, she’ll 
ask how I’m doing, you know. And it just, it’s a pretty casual relationship. It’s nice 
though, I feel like I can talk to her and keep in contact with her. There’s no – I don’t feel 
there’s a barrier usually – between a social worker and a student, which there usually is. 
(002cs) 
 

 R elating str ategies to outcomes. Students emphasized that a crucial factor in their 
experiences of positive relationships and outcomes in the program was the constant engagement 
of the CYC practitioners. Constant engagement can be expressed passively or persistently 
depending on whether the CYC practitioner waits for the student to take the initiative that results 
in action or intervention, or whether the CYC practitioner takes the initiative herself (all CYC 
practitioners working in the program were female). Students explained how passive engagement, 
a kind of inactive or background engagement by CYC practitioners in the setting made possible 
through physical presence, placed the onus on the student to seek out or to propose action or 
support from the workers. Two essential components of passive engagement allowed students to 
feel they could initiate action: CYC practitioners’ approachability and availability. Persistent 
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engagement occurred when the CYC practitioner initiated an action or support that was intended 
to address goals and best interests without having been called upon to do so by the youth. 
  
 Passive engagement:  A ppr oachability and availability. Students (n = 6) felt that the 
CYC practitioners were approachable and they were comfortable seeking support or advice about 
academic or personal matters. A student mentioned that he had never forged a positive 
relationship with a practitioner whom he found unapproachable. He did maintain he found the 
majority of CYC practitioners to be approachable and this was important in his relationship with 
them. 
  
 Students said that CYC practitioners were available when they needed support, a 
listening ear, or guidance around an issue. The CYC practitioners made themselves available by 
being present in the environment, not only during school time but whenever youth and 
practitioners were together, including before school or during lunch breaks. This availability of 
the CYC practitioners was a “constant” when the students (n = 3) were in the school 
environment. 
  

I think she just is a very approachable kind of person. She’s really down to Earth, so it’s 
really easy to go up to her and say, you know, “I’m having a problem with this so on and 
so forth, could you help me?” And she doesn’t like, you know, when you’re in class we’ll 
talk at break or talk at lunch – she’s like, okay. We’ll sit down and we’ll talk about the 
issue at hand and maybe brainstorm some ideas as to what we can do and we’ll go from 
there. So she’s – she’s just been amazing all year. (002jv) 
 
If there is something, if we do have an informal check-in it’s usually me who asks her for 
that...Some weeks are different. Sometimes it could be every day of the week, sometimes 
it could be twice a week, sometimes it won’t be any. It depends on how I’m feeling or 
what’s going on with me. (003cm) 
  

 Passive engagement to solve a bullying problem. Passive engagement is evident in this 
student’s description of how his CYC practitioner took the time with him to address a situation in 
which he was the target of ongoing bullying. She began by listening to him as he explained the 
situation, and offered a solution that involved the bullies and the bullied student talking about the 
situation. The bullied student was able to speak in a safe place where he felt supported by the 
CYC practitioner. The student later spoke positively about his ability to seek support and to 
approach the situation in a non-confrontational manner, noting that in the past he would not have 
approached such a scenario in the same way: “Before I wouldn’t be able to do that. I couldn’t 
speak what I had on my mind. It was more done by physical” (001). 
 
 Per sistent engagement. Students indicated that the CYC practitioners demonstrated 
persistence in finding appropriate ways to address issues and reach treatment goals. Although 
persistent engagement was not always initially welcome, students were able to appreciate their 
CYC practitioners’ use of this strategy in hindsight. The CYCs displayed persistent engagement 
through ongoing support and motivation (n = 3), regular informal check-ins (n = 3) and, in one 
case, routine phone calls to a youth’s home or residence. 
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 Persistent engagement to increase participation. This student was shy and unwilling to 
participate in the daily group time when he started the program. He would sit in the back of the 
room or request an early dismissal from school. With persistence and gentle encouragement over 
time, his primary CYC practitioner helped him to incrementally become more engaged until he 
was ready to fully participate in the sessions: 
  

Before, she would call me out, like we have this thing called Group where we all, 
sometimes we all sit and talk. I used to sit in the back and I didn’t say anything. Then she 
would call me out, and before I got really mad, but I realized that it was actually helping 
me, because I needed that push to talk more....She would tell me – she wouldn’t force it 
on me – she would say “if you can, I just want you to be a part of the group so you can 
just be a part of it with everybody. You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to, 
but if you do, make sure everyone is quiet so they can hear your opinions.” Yeah, she 
made me feel really comfortable. (003cm) 
 

 CYC practitioners’ constant engagement manifested differently with individual students; 
they would tailor their degree and method of engagement to the individual and the situation 
using the different strategies at their disposal. Students appreciated the intentionality they saw in 
the CYC practitioners’ actions when engaging with them to create physical and mental spaces 
that fostered successful outcomes. 
  
 CYC practitioners primarily used persistent engagement with students in their early 
experiences in the program. These important early experiences provided the foundation for the 
therapeutic relationship, and helped the students develop an understanding of the role of the 
CYC practitioners in the program. With this came the students’ awareness of the way that CYC 
practitioners were approachable and available at all times. Thus students recognized their 
workers’ use of passive engagement later in the relationships. 
  

Discussion 
  
 Our research objective was to understand how youth assess the strategies and outcomes 
of CYC practitioners’ interventions in a school-based setting. Overall, the results suggested that 
students perceived that the CYC practitioners created an environment where they felt motivated 
and supported in the pursuit of their academic and socio-emotional goals. They understood that 
their positive outcomes were related to the successful relationships they had been able to develop 
with the CYC practitioners, and that these relationships stimulated their desire to achieve goals. 
Students were asked to specifically highlight the practice strategies used by CYC practitioners 
that were helpful to their success in the program. Given the highly personalized environment 
described by the students, it is not surprising that results indicated a wide variety of strategies 
and approaches that had limited identification with EBP/T approaches. The strategies and 
approaches described by students as being helpful in achieving successful outcomes provide an 
alternative form of evidence of CYC practitioners’ effective working strategies and approaches 
to practice when compared with residential EBP/Ts. 
  
 Our discussion is twofold. First, it focuses on student perceptions of strategies related to 
the discussion in child and youth care literature on presence, care and belonging, constant 
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engagement, friendship, token economies, and “fitting in” at school. Next, it focuses on student 
perceptions of outcomes related to the literature on young people’s future selves and on 
mentoring relationships between adults and young people. Our intent is to provide a starting 
point for further dialogue among students, CYC practitioners, and researchers about some of the 
program and practice strategies significant to young people’s outcomes that cannot be assessed 
or measured in the same ways that EBP/T approaches can. 
  
Y outh Per ceptions of Pr ogr am and C Y C  Pr actitioner s’  Pr actice Str ategies 
 
 Pr esence. For students, the theme of presence was a working strategy of CYC 
practitioners in the school environment that focused solely on physical presence. The CYC 
practitioners were there, in the setting. They could be seen and heard and so they were present. 
The notion of what entails CYC practitioners’ presence in the literature reaches beyond the 
physical. Presence is one of the four themes identified by Krueger (1994) as being fundamental 
in child and youth care interactions: It goes beyond a CYC practitioner’s attendance and includes 
a state or condition of being attentive and responsive to the moment. Further, it denotes the CYC 
practitioner’s ability to reflect the experiences of young people back to them, and convey the 
message that “I  am here and I  will go with you” (Krueger, 2005, p. 26). More than merely 
physical, Krueger’s conception entails mindfulness and action on the part of the CYC 
practitioner. 
  
 Presence is an important factor contributing to a CYC practitioner’s constant engagement 
in the school setting, where he or she is attuned to what is happening and responds when 
necessary. In further descriptions of the supportive work strategies and constant engagement of 
the CYC practitioners, the students did mirror features of Krueger’s notion of presence. The 
disconnect seen between the students’ concrete perceptions of presence and how it is described 
more broadly in the literature may be due to differences in the language used and the depth of 
reflection on the concept of presence. The students have not had the depth of experience that 
would allow them to conceptualize presence in the way described by Krueger. Further, Krueger’s 
notion of presence is oriented around the physical and mental spaces of the practitioner. The 
students were not asked to place themselves in the position of the CYC practitioners and 
understand what presence might look like from their perspective; however, their examples 
concretely illustrate the ideas that Krueger discusses and thus indicate their importance from a 
student perspective. 
  
 C ar e and belonging. When students lack a sense of being cared for or belonging in the 
school setting, they are less likely to see successful outcomes (Lee & Ryser, 2009). Students 
identified their experiences with their CYC practitioners as pivotal to their feelings of belonging 
in the setting. They described factors such as the supportive, family-like atmosphere, and CYC 
practitioners’ use of self to inform practice which contributed to the student’s sense of belonging. 
Feeling a sense of belonging at school was an important factor in the students’ abilities to focus 
on goal achievement and achieve success in the setting. How then did their sense of belonging 
translate into successful outcomes and positive perceptions of the program? It occurred in a 
similar way to that of students whose experiences were enhanced through an ethic of caring 
within school settings. Beginning in relationship and guided by action, an ethic of care uses the 
concept of caring as the foundation for practice and decision-making. As Waterhouse (2007) 
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states, “Defining attributes in this construct are involvement, empathy, holism and individual 
context. The primary aim of the agent here is to seek to fulfill the needs of others, and as a result, 
maintain harmony” (p. 30). In previous studies on care in the school setting, care was conceived 
by young people as: 
 

• feeling welcome in the setting, being acknowledged and understood, feeling respected, 
getting needed help, and feeling connected by friendship with teachers (Cassidy & Bates, 
2005); 

• feeling personally connected to others, feeling like they were in a family-like 
environment, being encouraged to engage in dialogue, being motivated by adults in the 
setting (Waterhouse, 2007); 

• feeling valued in the setting, receiving personalized attention, and being engaged in the 
setting in positive ways (Lee & Ryser, 2009). 
 
Working via an ethic of care, which emphasizes the fostering of a sense of belonging, can 

be seen as a way to encourage student success. The similarities to our data indicate that the CYC 
practitioners actively engaged in promoting a culture of care that the students noticed and were 
affected by. These parallels noted in the literature are not surprising. Child and youth care 
practice at its core is, after all, based on caring. CYC practitioners are driven by an ethic of care, 
whether stated or not. 

  
 C onstant engagement. Constant engagement by CYC practitioners is composed of 
passive engagement (where the student initiates a request for action) and persistent engagement 
(where the CYC practitioner initiates action). Consider for a moment constant engagement as a 
continuum of responsibility and action. At one end, the student holds a high degree of 
responsibility to act on improving aspects of his or her own life space. The CYC practitioner is 
present but waits for direction from the student before he or she acts; the CYC practitioner is 
passively engaged. As we move along the continuum, the degrees of responsibility and action are 
shared and then transferred to the CYC practitioner. How responsibility and action are shared 
depends on the situation and the individual. At the other end, it is the CYC practitioner who 
holds the responsibility to act on improving aspects of the student’s life space. The CYC 
practitioner is present and moves to improve the life space of the student; the CYC practitioner 
shows persistent engagement. 
  
 The concepts of passive and persistent engagement are echoed in a study where young 
people described how the roles of adults in youth programs helped them to learn strategic 
thinking (Larson & Angus, 2011). In the context discussed by Larson and Angus, directive 
assistance was defined as instances in which adults were the ones who structured the program, 
“prodding and keeping them focused” (p. 288). Where such strategies were employed, youth 
developed the skills needed to adhere to deadlines and expectations. Persistent engagement was 
demonstrated by CYC practitioners as they helped students learn to follow program rules and 
routines. Facilitative assistance, on the other hand, is seen when the adults refrain from imposing 
on the work of young people unless they are asked for support (Larson & Angus, 2011). Adults 
who use facilitative assistance are involved in behaviour that is similar to passive engagement. 
They take a step back, allowing young people to engage them when support is required. It is 
through this non-directive strategy that youth learned strategic thinking skills, where the use of 
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higher-order processing and analytical skills helped them accomplish goals. Effective 
interventions can occur at any point along the continuum of constant engagement; CYC 
practitioners might use the continuum in determining how best to provide effective interventions 
and opportunities for experiential learning that continue to support students’ learning and 
development. 
  
 F r iendship. Without calling workers “friends”, the students described their relationships 
with CYC practitioners as being friend-like. By describing the relationship in this way, the 
students displayed their awareness of boundaries that were present. They also noted 
characteristics they thought important in the student-practitioner relationship, indicating an 
ability on their part to understand that they didn’t have a personal relationship or a friendship 
with their CYC practitioner. 
  
 The move towards professionalization in recent decades has created a shift in the 
discourse on friendship between practitioners and young people in CYC. Previously, practice 
values included the notion of friendship between child and youth workers and the young people 
with whom they were involved; now, the field is more focused on the maintenance of boundaries 
and professional relationships (Blacker, 2010). In effect “the concept of ‘worker as friend’ has 
become increasingly marginalized” (Blacker, 2010, p. 27). The students were aware of and 
showed respect for an unmentioned, yet concerted, effort on behalf of the CYC practitioners in 
the setting to refrain from engaging in a “friendship”. Students thought carefully about the words 
they used to describe their relationships with CYC practitioners, and refrained from affixing a 
label of friendship to their descriptions. Instead, students focused mainly on the helping nature of 
the relationships in which they were engaged. The language – CYC practitioners being friend-
like or family-like – denotes a need for the students to use examples of their own relational 
experiences as comparisons to confidently and effectively describe their relationships with CYC 
practitioners. 
 
 T oken economy. The students in this study spoke highly of the token economy 
embedded into the program strategy, indicating that the possibility of reward motivated them to 
be on time, be prepared for classes, and notice and act on opportunities to help others. Token 
economies and similar strategies are widely used in group treatment settings (Gharabaghi & 
Phelan, 2011; VanderVen 2009), though their use in CYC practice is the focus of ongoing debate 
in the literature. VanderVen (1995, 1999, 2005) is a prominent voice on the flaws that exist in 
point and level systems in the literature. Instead of encouraging students to act with an internal 
sense of responsibility or purpose, she posits that a token economy acts as an external locus of 
control whereby students are motivated to action by the possibility of reward (VanderVen, 
1999). In our study, students liked the token economy precisely because of the rewards; while 
the intervention encouraged responsible actions, the students may have been engaging in such 
actions as a means to an end. They indicated they were more focused on getting the “stuff” than 
they were on gaining recognition for their actions. 
 Token economies can also be seen as control-based, where it is the one with control – the 
CYC practitioner – who determines eligibility for rewards and awards tokens to the student 
(Gharabaghi & Phelan, 2011). Students didn’t acknowledge this power differential that existed in 
the token economy. It could be that they didn’t care, or that the rewards in the setting were more 
attractive than their need for empowerment, or even that they hadn’t taken the time to question 
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the complexities of token economies. Is a control-based system the best way to promote the 
development of pro-social, responsible behaviours? Surely not, but students did speak of having 
a sense of responsibility in the fulfillment of their goals, indicating that some aspect of the 
overall program or the manner in which the staff interacted with students allowed for the 
development of a sense of responsibility. Further, with the token economy comes the opportunity 
for students to have control by offering choices. As a program strategy, the token economy was 
not optional; all students participated. Choices existed within the structure of the program; 
students decided how much time and effort they wanted to invest in collecting “dollars”. They 
could also choose how and when to spend their saved dollars at auction time. 
  
 “F itting in” at school. The students who were interviewed attended the program because 
for some reason they had difficulty performing in a mainstream high school setting. Benefits of 
participation in the program were twofold: They received required academic support and they 
learned socio-emotional skills (e.g., time management, focus on tasks, social skills) that would 
allow them to “fit in”, (or reintegrate) to the mainstream high school system for graduation. 
Students noted that the CYC practitioners helped them develop these skills. 
 
 How are CYC practitioners able to encourage the development of the skills that are 
needed for success in the school environment? “Fitting in” at school requires that students are 
able to follow rules and abide by expectations that exist in the school environment. According to 
Hewitt (1998), the development of skills that are needed for success in the school environment 
must begin by nurturing of a sense of belonging in students. Adults in the setting can foster a 
sense of belonging by refraining from judging student behaviours or imposing personal or 
organizational values, and by providing them with alternatives when behaviours are not aligned 
with the norms of the setting (Hewitt, 1998). CYC practitioners were able to do this by working 
via the ethic of care described previously. Given their constant engagement with students, CYC 
practitioners were in a position to recognize and promote pro-social behaviours important to help 
students develop skills associated with successful integration. 
  
Y outh Per ceptions of Outcomes 
 
 Outcomes:  F utur e goals, futur e selves. The students’ prominent future goal was to 
attend post-secondary education. In another study where occupational attainment was the 
primary focus, attainment of post-secondary education was one of the categories that emerged 
when youth participated in a “possible selves” mapping interview with 11- to 13-year-olds 
(Shepard & Marshall, 1999). In our study, students’ ages and the educational context of the 
setting may have been influential factors that led them to place more emphasis on educated 
selves rather than occupational selves as was the case with the participants in Shepard and 
Marshall’s (1999) study. 
   
 M entor ing r elationships:  Differ ent player s, similar  outcomes. Rhodes, Spencer, 
Keller, Liang, and Noam (2006) describe how close mentoring relationships between adults and 
youth influence youth through three interrelated processes: facilitated social-emotional 
development, cognitive development, and the promotion of positive development of self-identity. 
Students reported that CYC practitioners assisted the achievement of outcomes in all of these 
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areas, indicating that similar processes are involved in the supporting of youth across different 
settings. 
In this study, students likened their relationships with their CYC practitioners to family and 
friends – relationships that are presumed to be close and supportive. The associations of their 
workers with family indicate that the students’ relationships with the CYC practitioners meet 
their emotional needs and thus promote development in this area. Rhodes (2004) suggests that 
the ability to foster close connections with non-parental adults is an important indicator of 
positive socio-developmental outcomes, and staff can act as secondary attachment figures for the 
young people with whom they engage. Similarly, at-risk youth in another study who experienced 
caring relationships with educators also used a family parallel in their descriptions of their 
relationships (Waterhouse, 2007). 
  
 Formal and informal conversations and small talk feature prominently in students’ 
descriptions of the working strategies of the CYC practitioners. Constant engagement, 
assessments and case planning, and at some point virtually all other working strategies require 
the presence of dialogue. In addition to being a necessary ingredient of working strategies, 
cognitive development is facilitated with conversation in mentoring relationships (Rhodes, 
2004). This is not surprising since it is conversation that is the “bedrock on which youth work is 
built” (Young, 2006, p. 85); relationships are generated and evolve through conversation and 
intervention plans are the result of these conversational interactions. Conversation is also a theme 
in Waterhouse’s (2007) study, where students described that the family-like environment 
encouraged rich dialogue that in turn invited sharing and facilitated problem solving. Further, 
dialogue is a necessary ingredient in the development of critical thinking and reflection skills for 
young people (Young, 2006). 
  
 CYC practitioners promote the development of self-identity in students through their 
constant engagement in the setting and the program. With group and individual conversations 
and interventions, practitioners promote the heightening of self-awareness and show the students 
new and alternative choices. Individually, this is seen when students help to plan and assess the 
strategies used in the process of goal attainment; in group interactions, students develop social 
and life skills through activity, reflection, and discussion led by the CYC practitioners. 
The way that students described their outcomes bears evidence to the importance of the 
establishment of relationship as the basis for progress toward the achievement of goals. As the 
literature suggests, young people succeed best when they are able to form and maintain 
relationships that support their needs and provide ample room for growth and development. It 
was made clear by the students in this study that they considered the relationship they developed 
with their CYC practitioner to be a necessary basis for the achievement of successful outcomes. 
  
 Most of the strategies that are identified by students as contributing factors to their 
successful outcomes are ones that defy placement in the realm of EBP/T, yet the literature 
provides significant conceptual support for the importance of most of these strategies. While this 
represents only a small sample of the perceptions of young people about the work of their CYC 
practitioners, it provides an important window of insight into those factors that are difficult to 
assess scientifically and systematically.  
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