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Introduction

Welcome to the Age Assessment Training for social workers. This
course aims to enable you to reflect on your current awareness of and
practice with separated children who are subject to immigration
control, and hopefully to identify how you may develop a model of
practice that incorporates current thinking about age determination
with a person-centred approach to vuinerable children.

The course is based around a method of participative learning and
encourages participants to engage throughout the duration with the
key ideas and exercises that are presented to improve age
assessment practice.

Leirping Outeomes

The cource has a number of learning outeumes that we shall seek o
actaove by the end of the 2 days these are:

Pandciponts should be abie to

o Locate age in specific cultural and social concepts

e |dentify how approaches to Age Determination should reflect
these concepts

¢ |dentify key aspects of current arrangements for age
assessment used in UK

e Demonstrate an understanding of the implications of trauma
and resilience for Age Determination practice.
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Plan for the Training

Day 1. (9.30 - 4.00)

9.30 Introductions, Expectations and Concerns
Age as a Concept
Coffee
Age Assessment in Context / Proforma
Sutimary

1230 LG
“e Accessment Process - Approach s
Cotlee
s o con o Cureent Poticy
Summary

4.00 Close



Day 2(9.30 -~ 5.15)

9.30

12.30

Review and Planning for the day
Developing Models of Good Practice
Coffee

Experiences of Age Assessment
Lunch

Taking things forward

Summary, Quastions ard Lvaluation

Close



introduction, Expectations and Concerns

This course is designed to explore the concept of Age Assessment and
its use in practice to determine the age of Separated Children. It
should help you to reflect on your own practice and that of your team
and organisation. It begins by assuming that we are all anxious about
engaging with age assessment processes and that sometimes we
need to name those anxieties in order to deal with them.

The first exercise is very much a personal one which is designed to
encourage you to think about what your expactations and coneerns
arc Tor this course.

You will not have: 1o share any of the expeciations or concerns that
you write here, it yo.r don't want Lo,

Take g ew minutes Lo think about wiy you nave ceme today and what
vou might want to get out of the expericnee, and iy and complete the

tolinwing:

Now think about things that you might be worried about in relation to
this course, either in terms of what you might have to do, or things
that you are bringing, try and complete the following:

My concerns for this course are:




Finally think about ground rules that will be important for you to be
able to participate fully in this course:
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Section 1

bge as a Concept

"



Reflecting on Age as a concept

In order to get in touch with issues about age and age assessment
begin with the following exercise.

Exercise 1

On your own

On the enclosed post its write down two facts that relate to the day
that you were born. Keep these to your self at the moment.

Fact 2

11 paire

Share your facts with your partner - without telling them any other
information can they determine how old you are and what your
birthday is?

How easy was this to do?

Did you get it right?

12




In sixes
Consider the following questions:

How easy was it for you 1o guess the age of your partner?

How easy was it to guess their date of birth?

How useful where the facts that they gave you?

Can you identify any patterns in the facts — certain types or kinds of
information that is being given?

In the large group we will come together and try to put all of the facts
that we have on o a time line

| Kay issues

.
|
1
|
|
|
|

in the big group

Feedback on the above questions - look at the kinds of information
that is available.

Stick the post-it's onto a timeline

13



As we begin to develop the timeline. Are there any patterns emerging
about the types of facts that people have used or the ease with which
they can be positioned on the timeline

| Patterns

Ease ' -

The question is:

Is it easy to determine someone’s age on the basis of facts about their
birthday?

14



What factors do we use when we are thinking about peoples age or
date of birth?

Factors that we might use when thinking about Age or Date of
birth

15



The Rules of Age

Think about what the ‘rules’ are when it comes to age in the UK can

you think of three formal and three informal rules about age?
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Social Age is important in establishing eppropiiate relationships witi

those around us

How we conceptualise age becomes an important aspect of our

relations with others within our own culture, it does not always make

sense in another context.

Being aware of some of these issues has reievance for Age

Determination processes.
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Section 2

essment in Centext / Praformea
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What is the purpose of Age Determination in the current policy
context?

Large Group
To give a definite age to an asylum seeker
To enable someone to access services

To locate people in the appropriate element of the immigration
process

N

Sixes

How is Age assessment different from other forms of Assessment that
we might engage in?

How is it done?

Where is it done?

Who does it?

18



But it is different from cother forms of assessment because:

It is based on limited and disputed evidence
it requires confidence in our ability to engage with young people
outside of familiar boundaries

Pairs>Sixes>Group
How should we approach Age Assessment?

What key factors do you take into account when undertaking
Age Assessment with young people?

Co o ker frazért/ﬁ

i
CAhat e yoi concerie shout age astessment thiat are
different to other assessments you may be involved i«

Lot witte ¥V 0P

4+ T al ) cUusiue WO"\S

What strengths do you have in terms of undertaking
assessments in general?
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In terms of age assessment in particular?
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Sixes

Why are the following important when undertaking Age Assessment as
a consequence of the Merton Jjudgement?

The concept of fairness?

Who should carry out assessments?

What evidence iust be used

1he rights of the subject of the assessment

and how might these impact upon your practice?

Some conclusions:

The way that we approach age assessment is important, Merton
demonstrates the limitation of practice when it is not focussed on the
individual young person and their rights.

How we engage in the process might be determined by a number of
factors including our confidence with the subject, their background
and our experience of assessment.

What do you think are the factors that might be strengths in your
practice?

21



What are the deficits?

How might you develop practice to account for these?
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The Current Age Assessment Format:

(Hard copy available for reference)

Some Issues about Age Assessment

« Assessment comes out of P.B. 33

«is designed to meet the needs of Home Office rather than social
work

« Provides limited guidance on completing assessment - often
restating material used elsewhere

«1s a block to effective practice

Hov: can we use it in practice?
« How can we develop practice using this format?

e What links are thore o the Assesament Fra iEwWork?
« How can we identify strengths of our praclice in relation to these?

In sixes.

Take one section of the age assessment format:
Interaction During Assessment

Social History and Family Composition
Developmental Consideration

Education
Independent / Self care Skills

Think about what kinds of knowledge you already have about this
topic, and from what sources.

Try to list at least 5 questions you might ask to gain an idea of the age
of a young person

Record them here:

23



Area of Age Assessment:

Knowledge you already have Questions you might ask

Can you identify any issues about the area of age assessment that
you have considered? Is it easy to think of questions that would
enable you to uncover someone’s age in this area?

How might you also summarise any issues which are not necessarily
tinked to specific guestions, but rather an interpretation of how
someone communicates with you?

24



Types of Questions

Moving on from t

hinking about the questions that you would ask can

you work in your group to think about how you might ask them?

What kinds of questions might you ask, what about pace, repetition

etc?

ST
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Making Links to Other Assessments

It is often easier to make sense of the assessment by linking it to
other areas of knowledge that we might have, for example other

assessments:

Age Assessment

*Physical
Appearance

“Interaction

‘Social History

Nevelopmental
Lonsiderations
*Education
‘iIndependence

*Health

Framework Categories

*Health / social presentation

~3ocial presentation / Emotional &

- Behavioural Nevelopment

Family History, Fainily and Social
Davelopment

Cemotional ard Behaviourai
| Development / Presentation

*Education
‘Independence

*Health

26




What are your strengths in relation to the Assessment framework -
what knowledge or skills do you have that you can use for Age
Assessment?

-

—

Areas of concern

Age Assessment 1acks e context of othe: Assessments
We feel deskilled by a lacicof knowledge e cuttural
compalence in working with asylum seekers

We are ofton unsure about how 10 find ouw: ehoul peepies
cuiture and background

How might we approach the issue of Age Assessment in ways that
encourage confidence in our own skills and enable us to offer a
quality service to the young people with whom we work?

27




Reflecting on the Guidance

How might this guidance support your practice?

What might you do to adapt some of the elements of this guidance for
your own practice?

What areas of the guidance migh. be more difficult to adapt into your
NDracting’?

28



Section 3

Discussion on wurient Policy

29



It is important 1o consider the current policy context in which the age
assessment proforma has been develcped; this includes an
awareness of key policy documents that are generated both within
and outside of the social care arena.

This session will review participant knowledge of current policy

arrangements and highlight key issues for considering the compietion
of age assessments within this context.

30



Concluding thoughts for Day 1

What have you learned today that will enhance your practice?

What have we thought about today that you want to know more

about?

Whal would you like to move on to tomorrow?

31



32



Age Assessment

Day 2
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Planning for the day

Today wili be focussed on developing good practice principies for
undertaking Age Assessment. This will include thinking about some of
the bigger issues for Age Assessment within the context of Europe and
approaches 10 immigration and Asylum from some very different
perspectives.

Are there any other things that you might want to get out of today that
will not be already covered:
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Section 4

Develooing Mode's of soad Fractice for Age
Assessment

37



Age assessment poses many problems to those who have to
undertake it, particularly around the need to produce assessments
that achieve definite outcomes.

There is always a tension between ‘truth’ and possible conclusions of
an assessment - they are not necessarily the same things and it is
important to realise this.

Developing a good practice approach to Age Assessment

How can we epproach assessment in a way that enables the young
person o pallicipate fully and 1o present their experiences in a
meaningful way?

fn vour groups think about how you might doscribe an approaclo age
assessment that enables participation and establishing ¢ realistic
ottcome:

38



When we consider Age Assessment we also need 1o consider the
structures that fit around it to enable young people to participate,
some research undertaken by the Separated Children in Europe
Project identified how particular factors might help or hinder children
and young peopte in the process of engaging with services:

Factors that might Indicate Risk in young people:

Exposure to violence

identification with those who have perpetrated violence
Loss of parents / carers

Anxietics o keeping $ecreis

Not being able o mourn

Nol aliowed to cope with change

Fxperience of at rival in a new culiure

Evnosute Lo tacism and ianlation

Pisk includes children 1ot heing abie to ommunicate eifecrively with
those around tham, a refustance 1o engage with agrneies arn
professionals as well as risk of long term psychological haro, Many
children identified as uncooperative or resistant were found to be
suffering from PTSD, official working with them often failed to

recognise this.

Factors that might encourage resilience

Acceptance of previous experiences

Experiences strengthened by leading a ‘normal’ life

Care provided is appropriate to age and expectations of young person
Accessing social networks

Being in school and with other children

Being able to access familiar cultural healing processes

Resilience was an essential part of children’s experiences, being able
to develop patterns of life that encouraged resilience enabled them to
adjust to their surroundings and engage with those working with them.
The impact of psychological distress was generally reduced for these
children.

39



How might you develop ways of working with children and YOUng

people who are seeking asylum that accounts for these different
factors?

Things we might do to support young people

40




The impact of silence

Ravi Kohli, in his article ‘The Sound of Silence: Listening to What
Unaccompanied Asylum-seeking Children Say and Do Not Say’
explores some of the issues that relate to how we understand silence
in children and young people. He identifies a number of key themes.

Silence might be for a number of reasons:

The trauma of separation might mean that the past is forgotten
Silence may mean that the past is being healed and the future is more
possible

Young people may be told notlo tall by agents or family because they
will be more successful.

All of thesc may be true, we need to think ab:out how we ourselves
deal with silence or young people when we are conducting age
assessnient - st purposeful and part of the process or is itindicative
of something elwe.

(Kohli also ident fies three roles that those working with young peocnie
night take 00

Practical helpers - moving things on
Therapeutic listeners - taking time to listen and reflect
Trusted companions - forming strong relationships over time)

Kohli suggest that all three roles are required for young people, but

that we are often not clear how we fit into the needs of the young
people concerned.

41



Developing good practice

In terms of age assessment we need to think about how we develop a
model! of assessment that reflects young people’s needs:

Valuing the journey(s) they have made so far

Giving them time and space to tell a story

Teking time and Keeping things calm

Being open to cultural issues «nd senisitive 1o areas ¢ concert; Tor the
YOURE person

I awey that acknowledges our own rofe and sivle with the young
person,

We can do this by thinking of some key issues:

Understanding - does the young person understand what is going on?
What the purpose of the assessment is?

Context - where does age assessment take place, who is present?
How will interpretation be managed? Are you confident with the
interpreter involved, do they know what they need to do?

Timescales - how long will this take, how many sessions?
Methods - how will you undertake the assessment, what kinds of
questions will you ask? Will you use direct or indirect questions,

circular questioning, will you go back over the same information and
explain why?

42



Information - what happens to the information, what if the young
person changes their information, is this seen as a good or bad thing?
Will you tell them that you still believe them?

Outcomes — will the young person know what the outcomes are, wili
you share with them your assessment and its conclusions, can they
comment on it, can they change it?

On your own

ldentify 5 things that you consider o be good practice in terms of
completing age assessments with separated young people

In pairs

Identify 3 things that you have agreement on in terms of good practice

43



In sixes
Identify 5 things that you can all agree on

S

Whole mroup

Complete a list of geod practice issuces for age assessment

44



Personal Planning

Can you identify from this lis
your practice in this area:

Try ahd doveinp a peesonal ¢

t three things that you can do to improve

icton pran i arder 1o achiove this

45
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Closing Thougnts

The purpose of this training is to develop your ideas about how to
engage effectively with age assessment in the context of practice with
separated children,

It was built around identified learning outcomes:

Participants should be able to

e | ocate age ir: specific cultural and social concepts

e Identify how appioaches to Age Determination should reflect
those concepls

o ldontily key aspects of current arungements (or age
aseessment used in UK

s Dononstrate an cnoorstanding of the implications of trauma
and resilience for Age Determination practice.

And at the baginning of day 1 you wrote down ~eme expedtations and
concerns about the progia nine as a whole,

Take some time to think about these now, where your expectations

achieved and do you feel that you have got the most out of this
course; was there anything else that you wanted to achieve?

Thank you for taking part in the programme and contributing to the
exercises etc.

Pete Grady
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LK litesature concarning vulnerability and resilience that has cimerged
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Unaccompanied minors looking for asylum in industrialized nations
come with .« host of psychesocial needs associied with separation
and settfersent. They are also resourceiol, and willing to make the
best of themsclves in their new envirunments. This paper reviews

from refags e relaled stadies. and those from socinl work with ¢hil-
deon toniand after by local authorities, th combining these two areas
Sevwords: s h"if"'i"" el baing. of enguiry, the paper tesis the messages they contain in reference lo
spaccompaniad minurs, voans the wor's of & young asylum seckers project vun in the United King-
dom + confins the view that snaccompanied minors are children

first sl foremnost, exlibitiny understandahle valne:abilities associ-

asylum zcoke 13

Accepted for pubiication; April 2000
ated with separation and trauma, s well as being carriens of capac-
itien that can help them to recover apd setile afler arival, In this
papes, it is proposed it promoling psysinsocial well-heing for
unaccompanied minor. mvolves enlerng e youny people’s o

and outer worlds with therapeotic care, to gt the processes of welf

recovery. li also involves finding ways to regenerate a lost sense o

belonging and of being in charge of their lives. Examples from the

project’s work with the young people are used to illustrate the com-
plexity of helping them find a sense of home within their new
territories.

20

INTRODUCTION

Children coming alone to Western Europe from coun-
tries across the world become separated from their
farnilies for a number of reasons. Traditionally, armed
conflict and persecution are cited as major factors
leading to departure {Ayotte & Williamsen 2001). But
there are other reasons. Some children leave their
country of origin because of economic hardship result-
ing from fragmentation after armed conflict. Some
move because of trafficking for the purposes of sexual
exploitation or other illicit and illegal activities. A few
escape from dangerous families or kinship networks.
While the reasons for departure differ, what unites the
children is a sense of getting away from harm, and
secking asylum in countries that are far away from
their roots, either geographically or culturally.

Child and Family Social Work 2003, 8, pp 201-212

When they arrive in unfamiliar contexts, they have
to deal with a bewildering set of circumstances. They
have to cross three psychological barriers. Firstly, as
‘strangers in a strange land’, they may not know the
habits, rules and customs of their new territories, and
have to adapt quickly and fluently in order to settie.
Secondly, they may be carrying memories of disinte-
gration following war and be traumatized or haunted
by ghosts from the past. They have to depend on the
comfort and skills of strangers to make peace with
these ghosts, Thirdly, if they are locked after by social
services in the country of asylum, they have to find their™
way through a maze of systems of care and protection,
having been through the immigration maze. Making
their way through these mazes is known te be hard
enough for indigenous children (Fisher et al. 19863
Packman & Hall 1998), but unaccompanied minors

© 2003 Blackwell Publishing Ltd
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enter them without knowing whether their claims for
citizenship will succeed.

Given these three stressors these children often
experience a serics of fractures in their past, present
and future lives that need to be healed. At the point
of arrival, their sense of being in charge of their lives
is seriously jeopardized. Having the comfort of
belonging to someone, or somewhere, is known to
sustain psychological well-being (Krause 1997), vet
for these children circumstances have conspired to
peel away the layers of connection, leaving them
exposed and vulnerable in their new environments. In
Kohli’s (2000) research with social work-rs that car
for these hildren. one young man said 1o bis social
worker that e had Yost the steeriis whoeel to s life’,
The challenge for welfare professionals m these situ-

ations is o help the copasared chadd find nes just the

steering whoot, " -ina sense of d cton snd 2 af mad
to wravel #long it thetr jorrney of belonping, in away
ihat ~ilows them o take charge of thioi past, presar
cenoricaces  In refevcioe 1o promoting

arsd Doy
psrchosocinl woll haing, Hows or ¢f. {1999) conbn
that:

[t]he conplen fnrerplay bheoween tee past and the presant, the

pevele Coyvical inede and G o ! enside, it dance tha

poecttenw s b o underaand i ey are 1o minke s

what T going < od incervene appropriately and elfo tively

{Howe eral, 1999, p. 4)

In this paper we illustrate this dance for unaccompa-
nied asylum seeking young people. These illustrations
are used to illuminate their particular and distinctive
circumstances as they search for settlement in the
United Kingdom. Examples of practice are drawn
from the work of a young asylum seekers project in
the south of England (YAS) that provides a service to
some of the steadily increasing numbers of children
and young people who arrive alone in this country to
seek asylum. In September 2002 the local social ser-
vices department was assisting some 350 unaccompa-
nied young asylum seekers who had arrived from a
wide range of countries. In 1998, various agencies
involved in working with these young people became
concerned that the emotional needs arising from
experiences of loss, bereavement, flight and some-
times torture were not being met. Some young people
were experiencing mental health problems or difficul-
ties in coping with day to day living. These agencies
then approached a long established voluntary sector
organization providing a range of mental health and
family support services in the UK. A multiagency
partnership approach was used to set up the project,

Child and Family Secial Work 2003, 8, pp 201-212

which began tts work in July 2000 funded by the

European Commission and the Diana Princess of

Wales Memorial Fund, The services provided aimed

to:

¢ help the young people make sense of what hap-
pened to them in the past;

s help them to identfy and use their own capa-
bilities and skills in integrating into their new
environments;

e provide opportunities for learning new skills that
would assist them to find emotional and practical
stability, cither in the UK or on return to their
countries of origin:

e conde ot them 1o Belplul people within theiv nifor-
mal and formal networks of care, so that the v were

not dsenated, and coukd be accompanied 1 their

fearnevs wowards scttlement.

The veong poople wang the project corne from 175

s, nioe of which ave Sovican, OF these, there

chy Inrge repe sentatico s from Sierrs Locne ane

There sre also syaiticont nmnbos from

Afgh nstan snd I sovo, The vt majority do nee

have perinmoions o remsin within the DK ing an
stended ool

A tew have rehapes gatus, G ormo-

tery Adpsssion bas beero granoed ta mans, while the

RO e e WRCLe gen

GO UL VOB en appeds TWee 03 e ontly
young womeil amengst those making frequent usage
of both structured and informal actvities. This
reflects the local and national picture of many more
young men than young women secking asylum within
the UK. The majority of the young people are in the
16 to 18year age group, which is in line with the
general profile of young asylum seekers in the area.
They are accommodated in foster families, residential
units and hostels, or in shared houses and flats rented
by social services.

In the planning and provision of services, the YAS
project has been organized in reference to what is
known about vulnerabilities associated with becoming
a refugee. Equally importantly, taking account of their
resilience matters to the young people themselves,
The image of ‘victims of trauma’ is a small part
of a broader picture. Within the panorama, workers
observe ruggedness, hope and creativity atongside
great pain. As the project’s work has grown, young
people search out ways of balancing vulnerability with
resilience as part of the process of settlement and
psychosocial well-being. The project has evolved from
a position of viewing ‘mental health difficultics’ as a
set of prescribed, diagnostically based terms associ-
ated with trauma, to a more ‘holistic’ approach, that

© 2003 Blackwell Publishing Ltd
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takes their strengths and hopes into account, as well
as their fears and worries. The workers' own journey,
therefore, runs elongside that of the young people, in
creating a complex and safe set of intervenuons that
aid the process of settlement.

REFUGEE CHILDREN: MESSAGES FROM
RESEARCH ABOUT VULNERABILITY AND
RESILIENCE

The following section reviews some key messages
from research about vulnerability and resilience in
relation to refugee children, before describing the
projec: s work, Research findings relevant o the work
e blended from several sources vithin the refugee
fie |1, » s well as those that have cmerged from research
inty the care and resettement of indigenous Jooi
sfter ehitdren. The voung peope come, as Willhan
Liing (0997} said obour children living away from
home, » am Peeple (ke U ordinary people wikiag

difficult dedisions in U st o circomstaness, 140 arch
unsizrtaken by Sione (2009) alsa coufirns that retu
gee chiviren ce chitdren fosr and {oestst, who
comic with sets of needs and cape ides that all valner-
vl children cany o their searh for senctuary. So
e project’s work takes account o) ihes roas children
and vourg pooeple i reed ol proeciion snd care, 0ol

just ofugecs 1o search of asy hun
} h

Vulnerability and refugee children

Vulnerability arises through coming face to face with
traumatic events. For children and young people who
become refugees, the effects of war or natural disas-
ters are punishing in various ways. They may, as Petty
& Jareg (1998) note, have been through exceptionally
froubling experiences, including witnessing the deaths
of close family members, or torture and sexual assault
of parents, siblings and {riends. They may themselves
have participated in acts of violence. Summerfield
{1998) emphasizes that those forced into exile expe-
rience ‘a rupture in the narrative threads running
through their lives’ (p. 16}. Far more than indigenous
children entering local authority care, who experience
a dislocation of the threads of connection between
themselves and their families, unaccompanied minors
may have lost the whole collective plot by living
through ‘total war’, where

... mass tertor becomes a deliberate swategy. Destruction of
schools, houses, religious buildings, fields and crops as well
as torture, rape and internment become commonplace. Mod-
ern warfare is concerned not only to destroy life, but also ways

Child and Family Social Work 2003, 8, pp 201-212

of Wfe. Tt targets social and culiural insnirutions and deiiber-
ately aims to undermine he means whereby people endure
and recover rom the suffering of war. {Bracken & Perzv 1998,
pe 3}

Yule’s {1998) research into the impact of such events

on refugee children can be summarized in the follow-

ing ways:

s Children are troubled by repetitive, intrusive
thoughts about the traumatic event or events, par-
ticularly at times when they are quiet or reflective.
Fiashbacks, sleep disturbance and recurring night-
mares are widespread.

s Difficultics in concentration are reported, especialty
i schooksork., as well as wesory pwoblems in
grasping new inatevial and remenebering old skills.

« They carry a seasc of a foreshovierd furure, finding
it difficult to plat, or swredeer’ poaft, being dison-
antat d v their ewn goad fortane o coiapanson
o those who wete efi behund o Fitled. Life is
cxprevienced as (ragile.

Wontgege ey (1998) revicr « the Heerature in el
tion to e specifie respouses te war, and demon-
strates thar proe-schoeol children rnay act cogressively,

with ciroey behaviowr and heightened soxiety when

Joht adone wr with strangers, oond that their adolescom
counteryarts may act ageressively, towards thesoives
andd ot 4, 01 enler peeteo- Htare Boindthe ot Berore
thiwr um, particulary i ooy ng with vounger -
lings. In noting that ‘the central character of trauma
is that of disconnection’, Melzak {1995) confirms that
refugee children often show uneven development, in
that they appear to have both strengths characteristics
of older children and vulnerability characteristics of
younger children, so that chronological age is at vari-
ance with the child’s devclopmental age. Girls and
boys appear to differ in their responses to trauma,
with sormme studies showing higher rates of depression
and anxiety amongst girls caught up in ‘single event’
natural disasters (Lonigan eral. 1991; Yule 1992),
and boys responding to ‘multiple event’ stressors such
as war with greater anxiety than girls (Milgram &
Milgram 1976).

In some instances, higher cognitive abilities and a
track record of achievement at school are associated
with lesser degrees of trauma for children (Yule &
Gold 1993). The presence or absence of adult care-
givers for children during trauma and flight is strongly
associated with their capacities to adjust. In some
instances, when family members have fled together,
caregivers act as buffers against adversity (Montgom-
ery 1998, p. 193), and provide continuity of roots.
But in situations where the caregivers are themselves
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raumatized, children carry a multple awareness - of

needing to represent the adult in the asvium context,
of caring for them, and of remaining sensitized to
ways in which the caregivers may re-enact their own
abuse by becoming passive or aggressive within the
new family home (Pynoos er al, 1995).

Yor unaccompanied minors — those who are sent to
countries and authorities with whom parents have no
direct contact ~ the cffects of leaving are also complex.
Christiansen & Foighel (1990) consider that unac-
companied children are packed up and sent, not only
with the bundle of fears associated with war and suf-
fering, but also with a series of messages that are
paradoxical and difficuic w comyprehencd, For exanr -
ple, in being sent away o safety because Ly are Jove.d
told

that they musi rnove sway from a sicuation of donger,

end treasured, they may feel divcarded. Or being,

whilst the family remzins exposed toif, can lone thent

preccounied vith worry for the family's weis heing,

puilt 4t sCHeVIGE ssnciuary, and nol Kuowitss buow the

T

farisidy fy survivh g oy may have Seen seen within

the family as i3 esy, most adaptive members. able 1o
11 il potenuials 1iat the parents were not sbic 1o real-
iz [or themsels o Beeoming the carvier of Lo for
the {omidy v o delegate in this wiy may be exjper:-
enced by dhens gimealian csle s an Lonow and o

prnishment. Va1 v other naod. Leing nons oo

poiitical activiiv - { home, aud beung scen by the oy
as a saboteur and a risk prior to leaving, may mean
that they carry a self-image of turbulence or danger-
ousness into exile. The family funding the flight may
result in the children expecting to give the family a
return on the investment. An economic subtext to
exile is generated which they may try to live up to by
carrying all the expectations of the economic migrant,
on top of the particular pressures of being an asylum
seeker. Finally, they may have been sent away with a
promise of reunification, which may remain unful-
filled. They may grow up within a culture so different
from their culture of origin that settlement results in
a desiccation of roots and connections with their fam-
ities left behind. In summary, by becoming fragments
from distant explosions, unaccompanied minors may
silently carry heavy and complex experiences into
their new territories, and not know what to do or who
to safely turn to in order to feel untangied.

Resilience and the promotion of psychosocial well-
heing in refugee children

The above aspects of vulnerability are beginning to
be reappraised in light of other paradigms within
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rescarch with refugee communitics that emphasize
survival, not just victimhood (United Natons High
Comimissioner for Refugees 1994). One aspect of ref-
ugee children’s lives that is under-reported in ¢linical
and research literature, in comparison to the emphasis
on vulncrability, is their capacity to respond robustly
to the stresses that surround them, confirming an
increasingly held view that becoming a tefugee is a
purposeful act of strength and capability (Muecke
1992; Ahern 2000). If they arc compared to indige-
nous children looked after by social services we find
that whilst a minority are deeply troubled and nced
psychiatric intervention, the vast majority are not as
psychologienlly wishevelled as indigenous  children
who have Scen harmesd by their famiiies (Rohli 2001).
indeed, their willingness to succecd and ove s comme the
chullenges of setitlernent has become an hnportant
part of the ciaaracrertics welfare projessions encoun -
tor wlhen they worlowith them (Richinen 199sa), In

Shaern, Aty dermuonstrate resilicace 10 conguetiing

e day to day Bves Hoconsideiog dhe fluidity of the
concept of 1 osilience, Caibean (2001} oifers the {ol-
Iowing version of thrce inportant dunensions, oty

onrified by Hraser e of. {19905, Hesihiage i

+ Overcoming the odds - boing suaecessfuol - spite
cxpo.ure o high risk
= Sustalning competonee urhr prossure - adapting

o high k.

* Recovering from trauma — adjusting successtully to
negative life events.

In accepting the proposition that ‘a resilient youngster
is one who adapts successfully to risky circumstances’
(Gilligan 2001, p. 5), we can enter a territory shared
by researchers in social work in the UK and Ireland
(Howe 1995; Daniel et al. 1999; Caitns 2002) and
their counterparts who study the lives of refugees
worldwide (Barudy 1990; Apfel & Simon 1996;
MecCallin 1996; MacMullin & Loughry 2000; Mann
2000}, They focus on a practical and meaningful
approach that welfare workers can take to capacity
building in children in adverse circumstances. For
example, Howe (1995) groups together a range of
responses under the terms “understanding’, ‘support’
and ‘psychotherapy’, that can be used as building
blocks to promote psychosocial well-being:

* Understanding from people around the child,
including workers, who demonstrate a capacity to
be kind, compassionate, steady and reliable.

¢ Support that is practical, nurturing, status building,
clear and informative, companionship, group and
community based — that weaves people back into
the social fabric of the society and context they live
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within, It generates and sustains a $ense of belong-
ing. Gilligan’s {1999} valuable exposition of the role
of mentors who enhance resilience clarifies and
specifies the praciicalities of such suppert.

« Psychotherapy within which understanding the self
— the psychological inside referred to carlier — lcads
to reformulations of patterns of connection in the
inside and outside worlds in a way that makes peace
with demons and ghosts, and ailows a safer passage
into a liveable life.

The emphasis in these responses is in sympathy with

the notion of helping people t© relocate, pick up and

i weave the lost warratiog thyeads referred to by Sum-

rerfield (399r), s that knowig where they hove

been, where ity are, and where they nectd 1o gol 10,

become part of the broad (re)construciion of thear

Peos in contests that offur them pprortineitius 10

pcizak (2000; mieke @ o ilar

peint in refurancd o refagee children when they sav

fhrive, Siackwell &

that the folowing Footars help it creioraine dive

{ressilig CRpCTICNC

e Tclonging: leobs: .- helong to at leaszt one vlul

who s emnationuly aptied 19 their feelings, 10 0
famnily, 10 & toUTBULLY, 10 & wchool, o a social
groub.

o Thirkitg. eing abie 1o think about ther enperis
cuces in sabe role oty e wdh adults aud puess

« Agency: feeling they can miake some active choices
i their lives that help to shift a sense of helpless-
ness. Apfel & Simon (1996) extend this notion to
allowing the child or young person to experience a
sense of learned helpfulness; by moving on to helping
not just themselves, tut others in similar circum-
stances. Sen (1993) confirms that well-being is
closely associated with this ability to do valuable acts
or reach valuable states of being.

e Cultural integration: finding a sense of continuity
between the culture of their own country and that
of their new one. Being able to mourn aspects of
their culture that is now inaccessible (Hisenbruch
(1992) refers to a process of cultural bereavement),
while continuing to explore their own niche within
their host culture.

These processes are built upon in other aspects of

refugee research by linking psychosocial well-being to

material and practical resources and opportunities.

For example, refugec children are known for their

hunger for education (Rutter & Jones 1998; William-

son 1998), refugee status (Russell 1999), citizenship

(Stanley 2001), and a determination to succeed by

aiming for high social status and wealth (Armstrong

1988). It is the balance that they generate and are
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heiped to sustain between the social outside and the
psychelogical inside chat creates a sense of comfort,
of home, of sanctuary. Belonging somewhere, and te
comeone, fits with the need to have belongings that
symbolize 4 successful transition from a time of decp
vulperability to a period of relative coherence and
calm after the storm.

The complexity of helping

FHowever, a number of complications that unaccom-
panied young people encounter in their progress

towards settlement also nced consideration. For

example, a weal™h of ing within socis! work ared
i the therapeutic arena (for cxanple Kareem &
Lipsedge 14923 Rashid 1896; Krause 1997} w.chs
workers against rushing like amateur and colonizing
anthropologis: . to @ Lhomogenirad and sratic view of
culture, boeause by doing so ey risk Lerming cOonte
plex experience inte artelactual information, andd
erchy 1aiss the gect W meaning fculnaral fies 16
a1 indiwvidual in a pasticular conteat in a particular
tizne, There is o danger of replacing the search fon
meaing in vach child inuer wrcl outer worlds
(Schuoficld 100 with a pener=! label that only illus-
traos A parizal coend eon of ihe compluxity sur-
rounding the preowss selonging. Fer chanpies oo
UnACCOLNPanicd Yourlg pursor ey aoll evpoiend .
integration into the host community alongside disin-
tegration from the community of origin. The pace,
focus and pattern of these shifting and fluid affilia-
tions will vary according to individuals® personal
choices and their capacities 10 manage changes that
are thrust upon them. The choices may be mediated,
for example, by sensing safety in the anonymity of an
unfamiliar culture and locality, or they may, cof-
versely, be signalled by re-creating a streng affiliation
with others from similar cultural backgrounds, Both
similarity and difference may offer dangers and
opportunities in relation to belonging, but neither will
in itself provide a complete ‘one size fits all’ guide 1o
the well-being of each individual. Promoting cultural
integration as referred to by Blackwell & Melzak
(2000) may mean taking account, in a non-colonizing
way, of an individual’s story and its current re-
enactment in the UK context, without reducing the
culture of origin, the processes of re-integration, or
the powerful impact of the host community into good
and bad ciphers added blandly to the delicate, rich
and personal equation of settlement.

Similarly, evidence from practitioners indicates that

despite the catastrophic psychological consequences of

© 2003 Blackwe!l Publishing Lid



206

T

Promating psychosocial well-being in unaccompanied young asylum seekers R Koivir and R Mather

surviving war, not all unaccompanied minors respond
positively to an undiluted version of westernized ther-
apies. There are reports that they may not want or use
therapy (Stanley 2001), or need it (Richman 1998b),
depending on a number of facters. They may not
understand the notion of therapy; they may be busy
with the practicatities of life during the initial peried of
settlement when cmotions about separation and loss
are controlled in order to manage what is most pressing
(Richman 1998b, p. 179); they may not be able to
distinguish clearly enough between enquiry and inter-
rogation, and be silent or suspicious of interventions;
they may resent their experiences being turncd into
symproms and mae not be so traumatized as 1o variant
psychological or eychiatric intervention {(Swanmer-
field 1999); they may not be ready to tatk, particalarly
iin a context of ~ubstani:al uncertainty about rtheir

asvhunsto e specialist soevices oav ba far away frong

the docality orlocal services oay by overbandened win:

odigenous deruend; services may ne understand

sherm in terios of their herir G oxpoviences, 1 liose

chisters of contextual and ndividuals rensons tiay
result s the peed for prcchintherapeutic services that
weave it sieir ondinary experiences in the new corie-
vext rather than bomg offercd as vact of a refined and
miensive ftherapeutic chentmicer’

Bascd o his olindea! esperiense, Paporlopoulos

{2
standing of therapeutic engagement with refugees that
allow this weaving process to take place. He recom-
mends therapeutic care for refugees, rather than ther-
apy, as a way of promoting psychosecial well-being,
He asserts that ‘loss of home is the only condition that
refugees share, not trauma’ (p. 9). This is a complex
assertion because home is not just a physical entity,
or a geographical location, it is a seuse of home as a
psychological, deeply felt foundation of well-being.
Home is a place that connects inner and outer worlds,
where habits of the heart are practised and under-
stood by the people who form the home communiry.
It is a flexible and ‘protective membrane’ (p. 16),
which offers containment for good, bad and ugly
experiences and feelings. It is the loss of this everyday
foundation through forced migration that leaves peo-
ple temporarily disorientated, as if they were frozen -
a type of ‘psychological hypothermia’ (p. 33) - and
they need to thaw out, in order to proceed with ordi-
nary living again, The frozenness itself is seen to have
protective functions, not psychopathological ones.

2y makes o significant contt ibhuuon o the under-

This temporary withdrawai can provide unique vantage points
from which to renew and reassess their lives, their past,
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present and futuie: it may also assist them by allowing them
to digest the impact of their losses, by creating the respeciful
stance 10 mourn the dead, by enabling them te regroup and
direct their energy more appropriately. All this activity usualiy
happens in an unnoticed way, if the right conditions and
circumstances can contain the disruptive potential of the pri-
mary loss of heme. In effect, all this imperceptible work could
be understood as a reworking of their own lives and commu-
nity stories. (Papadopoulos 2002, p. 33)

This reappraisal of a type of positive frozen warchful-
ness allows the sense of agency referred to by Black-
well & Melzak (2000) to be present from the outset.
It also offers helpers room for an aptimistic shift away
from dinprostically Tased interventions, In claborst-
ing 1ne weaning of ght coaditions e ciciomsear: s,
wellare worker: are invited o resst the teapiation Lo
impulsively ‘rescuc’ people hom theie cxperiences,
pecruse it nakes then. ool beler and 23 frighionod
10 do so. Tnstead, they are asked 1o cieage with the
process of ‘therapeutic wimnessing’, that Blackwel
Q927) describes, Inteferonee o pevehoanalytic iocs,
a~ hoving throe elements - holdine, cosmmrain and
boorrig winness, Ta essence, warkers mre ashked noi b
Lecome action ortentated helpers i the face of *oinck
and bulle; but stay sull encugh to bear the paic of

listening to stonics of great los. as !

Y Cmc:gc a4l o
well's (1907}
comenton is that containing pain is hard, and some
of the muck sticks in an uncomfortable fashion, One
way in which workers mishandle this discomfort is
to respond by becoming split into sentimentality or
suspicion of refugees’ expetiences, thereby losing a
chance of hearing the complex, real and heartfelt sto-
ries that people can bring. The position of being a
witness — that is being still, unafraid, honest, kind and
emotionally robust — is harder than rescuing, but ulti-
mately more productive because it lets refugees name
and exorcise their demons and ghosts in the process
of self-recovery. Standing still enough to absorb the -
emotional impact of refugees’ experiences is some-
thing that allows the movement hidden beneath the
frozen state of psychological hypothermia to emerge
in a tolerable way at the right time. Therefore the
‘dance’ referred to by Howe ez al. (1999) has a para-
doxical element in the work with young asylum seek-
ers. Their surface stillness and silence hide movement
in their inner worlds. The worker’s stillness in the
provision of an open space that allows them to remain
the agents of their own recovery becomes an impor-
tant aspect of the processes of re-ordering their lives,
The stillness of the dancers is the foundation of move-
ments towards settlement in a new environment.

prce mumagesble tor the refuece. Bl !

© 2003 Blackwell Publishing Ltd



207

Pramoting psychosocial well-being in unaccompanied young as lum seekers B Kohii and ® Mather
5 Psy 7 } 5

The capacity to contain, hold and bear witness does
not mean that workers have to forego Howe's (1995}
recommendation that practical suppert and under-
standing matter in the creation of the right conditions
and circumstances. Indeed, much of the research into
the lives of refugees cmphasizes that the practical
kindness of strangers acts as a key element of psycho-
social well-being (Fozzard & Tembo 1996; Ljubomi-
rovic 1999; MacMuliin & Loughry 2000). Williamson
{1998), in her research within four London boroughs,
describes unaccompanied young people she inter-
viewed as wanting caring adults who kept them safe,
who understord the comnplexity of their experience,
and connecied them to Aetworks 1al wore meaning:
ful for thet 5, as key aspects of support, In addition,
ot people wanted oppori aities 1o cat ‘home

food’, or keep up with cunoral allinations, teachors

whe were 0100 bt Tair, and recomied that failiver in

el ation wor i be fa disastes’ They wanted good

fepal reprasentoiion i e asviunn process, sympas

v orkers, cmeers advive, o learn abous

1aguc weitar
“the Briash way of life?, o0 phoary of social activity
to keep ihe i ainds off theis probiers. Ihi Capesition
of these wishes it ocatly with what 5 kown ehow
Dhe repertoire of st ogies - at can oTomate vesihience

for leoked e chitdren. st cxamapt, Daniel e o,

R

vtidie which

P Addetiy six fdoran Llere -
fions care be framed — namely, the promotion of a
secure base, educational success, friendships that have
a positive impact, nurturing tatents and interests, pro-
moting ‘positive values’ including empathy for others,
and being and becoming socially competent. These
domains, taken together with messages from research
into the lives of refugees, lie at the heart of a number

of activitics that the YAS project has undertaken with

" unaccompanied minors.

THE YAS PROJECT

Below, examples of the project’s work are offered in
relation to the individual and group activities. None
of the work of the YAS project is specialist in the sense
of being relevant only to refugees. However, there are
particular twists and turns to the work that illurninate
the meaning of ‘promoting psychosocial well-being’
for this group of young people. The work of the
project is divided into two complementary sets of
activities ~ direct wotk with the young people them-
selves, and building and supporting formal and infor-
mal networks of care — that are aimed at capacity
building in inner and outer worlds. The project has
been designed so that these activities blend together,
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within which single interventions are experienced by
the young people as part of a pattern of integrative
experiences that cross the domains referred o by
Daniel er al. (1999).

Recovering from isolation and finding a sense of
security

One of the greatest problems for the young people is
loneliness and isolation, associated not just with a lack
of friendships but alse with loss of home, as described
by Papadopoulos (2002}, When they come into the
comntry, they feel isolated not caly from other people,
B s, 0 signideant wags, o their ovigits and
past. ior example, very few of the young peopls bring
anyiling Cwith them lke @ ruemento o arteinct, &

phowograph ot passport that anchies thera 1o tiw past,

They corry very few possessic ns andd as anenymous
at the poim of sreoad, apart fron. the storics they el
ahout themselves, Fhey wre often looking fo. “some-
Qg to Ao’ or fsomeone 0 play with’ i the St fow
months aftes ardesl, Bue foroaway from e jamiliar
b e, Ueay can sonetimes spoply sif eod walt o oe
approached. Chiy can b sraid o roach ove 1 ow
periead of groat unceriaint. these commean features
b Jed to

wYAL projec: develerung stadegies foo

Sing oot e Ihemy1evhes than e aiting o them in
cone o the project’s base Jocadon, Scrvices offerc1
by YAS have become ‘portable’, going in 1o places
where the young people are initially placed, to offer
low key ‘activities’ using art and craft materials, and
providing food, music and drama workshops. Many
of these do not rely on complex communication in
English, are part of the recovery of ordinariness, and
do not intrude into those parts of the lives of the
young asylum seekers that they need te be silent about
while they orientate themselves.

The project staff operate a policy of not pursuing
the details of the asylum stories with the young people
unless they choose themselves to disclose them. This
is partly because they may have already been through
an arduous process of ‘trial by application’ with the
immigration authorities, where the stories are told as
credibly as possible to maximize the chance of suc-
cess, but also because many are not ready to talk
about their possibly traumatic experiences until they
have reached a ‘safe’ stage of settlement. Silence is
functional in these instances.

However, workers have held on to the importance
of helping the young people to minimize feelings of
disconnection between the past, present and future.
For example, they aim to find safe ways for them to
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taik about their home country or their past life, which
do not necessarily involve discussing painful or trau-
matic experiences. In individual and group work, the
voung people are often asked simple questions about
how aspects of their lives were lived at home. In the
case of one young man who had been unable to tlk
in any detail about his experiences, talking about play-
ing football at home was the catalyst for him to begin
to talk in depth about other, more painful experiences
before he arrived in this country. A “casual’ enquiry
to someone in a hostel about how food was prepared
and served back at home elicited a very animated
account of how much she enjoyed the way people ate
and prepaved food wgether Lack ot home and how
much she msscd this way of doing things in this
countyv.

Fakig arr meterieis and clay to ¢ cooup of vouag
WOTen Pro inces an peprompted sockes of handmade
reminders of M back @ home, From cooking pots

and vaplemei o to Aflceon masks and plectares of thei:

pievious homes. ail of e rouy wember. made o
painted something convecied to their bives in their
country of otigin. On a enld, giev Vebruwry sflernonn
a young nwn aticndrig one of the group. rather sur-
prismaty seid LTt reminds e of Afr o here’ This
e rptect 5 odiue assios about the sinadlanties and dif
fevenees hotw i bis countey ol cogln aad the TR
1t was while the young people were engaged in one of
these types of activities that Ami stepped forward to
ask for help.

Ami’s story

18-year-old Ami arrived from Sierra Leone and referred her-
self ro the YAS project after meeting YAS workers who were
running an informal group in her hostel. Ami asked if she
would be able to come and sce a worker “in the office’ as she
wanted someone to talk to.

Ami told her project counsellor that she was pregnant as
the result of being raped shortly before leaving Sierra Leone
and that she was unsure whether or not to keep the baby. In
the first sessions Ami spoke about her fears about motherhood
in a new and different culture to the one she was used to. She
also spoke about having a child with no extended family
network to support her. Following her decision not to keep
the baby, Ami continued to meet the counseilor weekly and
over 12 sessions she spoke about her travmatic experiences in
Sierra Leone, her feelings about living in this country, her
farnily, her desire to return home one day and her hopes for
life in this country.

Helping the young people make sense of what hap-
pened to them in the past, and providing a secure base
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from which they can progress in the present and in
the future, is an intricate task. Hstablishing a rhythm
of meetings with Ami, within which the counsellor
could bear witness to swories of catastrophic abuse,
arose out of a series of “safe’ and ordinary encounters
in the hostel, that were broughr to the young people
with whom she was living,

Ovecrall, a commen feature of the project’s work is
that the young people want to face the present first,
the future next and the past last, unless there are
compelling reasons to talk about the past if it is
intruding into their capacity to live their day to day
lives, In Ami’ case, the history cmerged relatively

avickly atter arrival, becsuse sbe was deeply diarresso d

by hers pre-flight experienecs. While many of tise

young peeple Foep up with the low .y activities,

and remann silent about past tre ma, remneabering

their ordinasy lives rorains an disportant iseinre of

soitloemniny,

Hsing capabilities and <kills, and proswoting takeat.
and interesis
The proicct works on the assumsptios: thal the voung

neopic have capabilisies an:d <kills that they casoase oo

FTOTIC

Sfep i THLo theb aw o s, oven they @
saphiene i ar hewiidered a: times, Vhis asswoption b
basced 1o a reality that consists of working with this
group of young people in care who are often experi-
enced as polite, kind and socially skilled. Project staff
also recognize the effort that is expended in keeping
up a level of civility because they want to belong, and
want to succeed so much, that they are on their guard
against behaviour that may be seen by the authorities
as bad. They sometimes show the type of uneven
development referred to by Melzak (1995), bringing
strengths and vulnerabilities at variance with their
chronological age. While being mindful of their vul-
nerabilities, and the protective and burdensome car-
apace of politeness, the YAS project works towards
helping them to identfy ‘islands of competence’
(Daniel ez al. 1999, p. 11) that already exist within
themselves, that they can use to fit into their new
environments,

The ‘Living Here’ photography exhibition

With the ‘Looked After Children in Education’ team from
social services, YAS workers ran a photography project culmi-
nating in an exhibition to celebrate Refugee Week in June
2001. The exhibition consisted of photographs taken by both
asylurn seeking and non-asylum seeking children in the care
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of the locai autherity. Young pecpie wer2 given disposavle
cameras and invited to ta%ze photegraphs iluswating dheir
sxperiences of ‘Living Hlere’. The brief was intenticnaily very
wroad in order to allow people maximum creative freedom.
Many photographs were taken. The asylum secking vounyg
people within the group focused on focal scenes and locai
peaple, perhaps looking at things as if they themselves were
tourists in an unfamiliar landscape. The indigencus young
people took photographs of the rooms that they lived in and
artefacts that belonged to them, gencrating a personalized
cense of ordinariness. They kept the photographs they took.
All of the participants reported high degrees of satisfaction
from the experience. One young woman said afterwards that
she had heen so excited 1o be part of an exhibition that she
hed toid svervons she knev about it Aaether safd ©o cde et
hesitate 20 cotiac: niv Loxt Ume you ore doing semething this

hypeortant’,

e opportunity af covtributing Lo and lenving & mark

withit their 1ow cont s appeas o be o fundamen-

tal impes tavee 1 dhe proces of selthenend, "Ihes
sogh event narkers have Doen supplersented with
other contributions wooh a8 painding ¢ murat for a
Jucai Lospital wall, snd istrodudog lfe aud colowr
ini - diab environments, The e the has emerged
from this type of vork iy v of Jowing then 1o
exnerince o step bevond survival Lo @ spcc L

A neT,

valniates aned receegn ven tha they have b
cvenn if e doy they liav 1o po bavk and vei po long:

see whart they achieved.

Leatning new skills and connecting with helpful
people

A vivid feature of the young people is their commit-
ment to education. They prioritize learning, and link
it to worldly success in a way that is substantially
different from the impoverished hopes and outcomes
associated with a substantial proportion of indigenous
children in local authority care going to school (Jack-
son 1995). They sacrifice other activities, including
some on offer by the project, in order to attend school
or college. They sustain a singular, linear commitment
to learning in such a powerful way that the project has
had to consider not only amending its schedule of
activities to fit around their educational imperative,
but also what purpose and meaning education holds
for them. In many ways their will to learn English,
and to achieve academically, can be seen as a thera-
peutic endeavour, that helps them to find some justi-
fication for coming so far away from home, as well as
providing daily, structured activity as a counterpoint
to periods of “psychological hypothermia’. But the
YAS workers also recognize that for some of the young
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people, commitment ¢can outrun capability when they
are emotionally drained, or intellectually unable to
manage the goals that their desire for success has set
for them., Part of the project’s work has been to work
alongside other service providers to run a small ‘sup-
port group’ for trainces on ‘preparation for employ-
ment’ schemes run locally, in arder to match their will
o succced with the cmoticna!l capability to do so.
Particularly at times of substantial uncertainty, a hes-
itant command of English, and of dealing with ghosts
that come and go, the project works alongside the
young people in providing practical help to attend
the group, a forum for sharing their concerns and
achic.ements, and i Jistening to their srorjes of bak-
anving their hapes of suceess v ith the rigours and
demands of cvervday living,.

"Phere are other pactical ways in which the projest
s wworked 1o pinvice sonte otter wovkd synrbols of
As T

young peaple come wi very little Ly way of per-

and helonging Loen noied, the

SCTORY,

sonal ossessions and ihe piojec siadl bave ron a
successiul < home recliming to.d reliobishivg bicy-

cles that they con own aod use. Old cyeles,

weennted by local businesse and individual: - were

cotbute by project <tafi and vohamaeers fro.. the

Tow ol comminiity, wiae provicto s weorkshop and

Cxpuertise in e urbishoe on an Tegitedd Lo people
to attend. Ov.r time, the young people wlo partici-
pated organized themselves into a Bicycle Club, with
membership cards. They have taken part in a Road
Safety and Bicycle Competence Scheme, that leads
to a certificate of achievement on completion. These
small steps in generating belongings have profound
meanings for the young people, still struggling with
applications for membership of the UK, as illustrated

by David’s story.

David’s story

David (aged 14) was helped to escape from Sierra 1eone by
an uncle before his parents were kilied. His younger sisters
escaped before him. He lost touch with an older brother and
does not know if he is alive or dead. He was referred to the
YAS project because his social worker and foster carer were
concerned about the amount of time David spent alone in his
bedroom, sometimes going to bed as early as 7pm. When the
YAS worker visited David at home, David said he didn’t
understand why people were concerned about him. He liked
his own company. He spoke about difficuities between himself
and his foster carers feeling they didn’t understand him. The
foster carers spoke about feeling at the end of their tether with
Devid, finding his withdrawal from the family and Jack of
communication impossible to tolerate.

© 2003 Blackwel! Publishing Lid



210

Promoting psvchosocial well-being in unaccompanied young asytum seckers R Koy and R Sather

The YAS worker, in conjunction with the social
worker, helped David and the foster carers to sepa-
rate, and for David to settle into a new placcment.
Artendance at the Bicycle Scheme was offered to
David as part of the new settlement process, He trav-
clled by train cach weck between the scheme and the
foster carers’ house. He chose to paint his bicycle red,
the same colour as his bicycle at home. When his
bicycle was finished David continued to go to the
project every week and took increased responsibility
for welcoming and helping new members of the
group. David s now an official helper in the bicycle
project. Those running the group have noticed a
change iy his manuer, o belong quist 1o becoming
a ‘cheeky” memies of the group. David tu:ks oocasion-

ra Jeone when

ally ubout his horse and family in Sim

watking o 1l Bieyeles, bur has noy spoken to anyone
i dopth abou ki bfe,

SUMMARY

Ami and Doavid’s mdividueal storics, and the veaicet’s
work with groups of vouns peosle, ilustrate and con-
fire:, many moessages ftonr rescurch e relation to vaik

ueovelitie - and costlicnce
Wi

ior asyloon secking children.
poootive and uerasive thoaghre 50 dames of gt
lee Lovy, sleep distrtoanee, wal ooy connentation,
worry and gailt all feature as par: ol everyday exist-
ence for many of the young people. Equally, they
sometimes expetience life as fragile, and are aftraid
about the future and haunted by their past experi-
ences. Some of the young people weave protective
membranes around themselves that have the outward
appearance of disconnection and wvagueness, or
regression, aggression. or politeness. At different
times, any of these can be seen as signs of being
distressed, as well as signals of coping in adversity. In
their everyday lives they also appear to rely on a sense
of adaptability, a hunger for education, and a capacity
and stubborn willingness to succeed despite the odds.
Where possible, they use their emotional and intellec-
tual capabilitics and a sense of humour to shape the
world around them so that it fits as comfortably as it
can. Over time they acquire belongings that they look
after with care, and relationships that help them sus-
tain the rhythm and flow of interdependence. The
project’s work in promoting psychosocial well-being
amplifies the benefits of making sure that the young
people experience a sense of agency as they pick up
the threads to their lives and re-establish connections
in their worlds. It also confirms the importance of
offering practical support that allows them to talk
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about home and to own the things thev have made or
repaired. A sense of ownership and processes of rep-
aration can then have a physical manifestation in their
outer worlds, while acting as a balm towards the pro-
cesses of psychological healing. Activities that keep
themn busy are helpful, as is a scnse of not being
intruded on at a time of uncertainty and questioning
by immigratien authorities. The young people say that
they want to get back their sense of living ordinary
iives again, with a family, a community, and a regen-
erated sense of home. The YAS project workers make
smalt and practical contributions 1o the process of
settlement ihat recognize the balanco that the voung
paoople peed to sivike belween inner and outer worlds.
ey need to carry forward o osense of a safle foture
that bepins st & time of recoiving notice of Indefinite
Leave to Remain within the T In dhe mweantime,
P tsmhoy of posiesstoisg of relanonships, aad of sta-
tis becomy anakers by which saccess o the process
of integratiom 5« meastred, and povchosocinl w -

being aimed for and sometimes aehieved,
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Regional Age Assessment Training
Luther King House Brighton Grove Manchester Mi4 5JP

Day 1 Thursday 11 September 2008

Arrive 9: 00 am Refreshments will be available

Start 9:.30 am

Introductions, Expectations and Concerns

Age as a Social Construct and Cultural Concept

Age Assessment in Context ~ current policy and guidance
Aga Assessmant rormal - what do we do NOwW

Discussion on Current Policy and implications for oractice
Finish 4.00 pm

pefreshments 1020 ari 0N 2. pm  Lunch 12:30 pim

Day 2 Friday 121 September 2008

Arrive 9:00 am Refreshments will be available
Start :30 am
Review and Planning for the day

Approaches to Age Assessment - developing strafegies T
assess age

Age Assessment Case Study - student focussed exercises

Experiences of Age Assessment ~ sharing ideas and drawing
on the experiences of others

summary, Questions and Evaluation
Finish 3:00 pm

Refreshments 10:30 am  Lunch 12:30 pm
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26,

28.

29,

The social workers approach was an attempt o undermire Dr Birch's report
on medical grounds, They question Dr Birch's methodology and her reliance
upon particutar statistics. However, as A v _Croydon makes clear, such an
approach is unlawful in the absence of the local authority obtaining and
presenting its own medical evidence to substantiatef/evidence its position.
Social workers are nat medical experts. They cannet reject 3 paediatrician’s
medical findings in the absence of their own medical expert opinion to that

effect.

Furthermore, | and O establishes that a defendant authority must have good
and sufficient reasens for rajecling an expett report, For the reasons sel out
atove, (Ui suomaled thet e social workerss rensons do not stand up. In the
absen ¢ of good -easons end their cwn medical evidence, the sooial w ke
conciesions as 1o Dr Bireh's rapoit were drretionsi. Accordingly, s

assessmoent of the Giaimant's oo was unfawful

Cncregooting Or Birch's report and dispuling (e Claimant's credibitity, the sociai

worke s alzo  ¢laimed 1o rely voor infomation - om o the  Clivman s
yootownodstion provider. At sage v oof the oqe coocsument the social worker:

note that Dr Birch's view that the Claimant had poor coping skills “is nof
supported by his current accommodation provider, Their observation was that
he has had adjusled to life as an aduit asylum seeker’ (see also page 9 of the

assessment).

The Claimant and his solicitors have not been provided with any documentary
evidence of this view of the Claimants accommodation provider. The
Ciaimant has had extremely limited contact with his accommodation provider.
The accommodation provider's view was not put to the Claimant in order that
he could respond to it. This approach was outwith the Merton principles and

was procedurally unfair.

The social workers further relied 'on the tfﬁ’.:act tﬁat ihébiéimaﬁf’%@%s
suggestive of a more mature person than that of a teenage boy” (page 3). As
part of her assessment of the Claimant, Dr Birch considered his voice, Taking
this into account, she concluded the Claimant was likely to be his ¢laimed
age. The social workers erred in relying upon thelr assessment of the
Claimant's voice ip circumstances where a medical expert, who reached a
different conclusion as 1o the Cla:mant s .age, had considered this, The social
workers therefore took account of an ;rreievant cons;derataon :
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Further progcedural unfairess, other considerations and lack of reasoning

in addition to the manner in which the socizal werkers approached Dr Birch's

report, there were a number of other defects in the age assessment.

At page 3 of the assessment it is noted that: “Alan attempted to direct the
assessment away from questions that directly examined his understanding of
his age." This was a matter the social workers thought was clearly adverse to
the Claimant's case as to his age. However, they failed to put their finding to
him in order that he might comment. This was precedurally unfair. Moreover,
the comment is devoid of reasoning. There is no explanation as to why the
social workers reached this conclusion. In so far as there was no resasoning

for the comment, the secial workers’ finding was also irrational.

22, Al page 8 of the age assessment the social workars note thatt "A full see

)l
N

33.

34.

assessmnt docume nl was provided prior to this age assessment conducted
on 6 02 G3 by Croydon Secial Sgrvices, !his asswssiment has beon
conside red.” This sistement directly <ontradicts Crovdon's leller o the
Claimani's sclicitors of 16,05 08, which stated that an age sssessinent report
had ne been produced. nsofar as such a gocument exists and was iwhen
into account without the Claimant and his representatives’ Knowledge of it,

this was procedurally unfair.

in the conclusion to the age assessment {page 12) the social workers state
that "Dr Birch did not have the benefit of information from additional
sources.....” With the exception of the Claimant's accommodation provider,
there is no explanation of who these other “sources” of additional information
are. As submitted above, the Defendant’s reliance upon the unsubstantiated
evidence of the accommodation provider was procedurally unfair. The
Defendant's reliance upon further sources of informatian, sources which the
Claimant was unaware of and had no opportunity to comment upon, was aiso
procedurally unfair.

For the above reasons, it is submitted thét the age assessment, and therefore
the Defendant’s decision as to the Claimant's age, was flawed.
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