Assessment and Planning with Families: Questions You Can Use
This handout is based on work by Steve DeShazer, Insoo Kim Berg, Michael White, Andrew Turnell, Adriana Uken, members of 

the Massachusetts Child Welfare Institute, and members of the Children’s Research Center

What Are We Worried About?

Exploring the (past) harm
 
Opening
•   There has been a report of concern about your child that said…

•   What do you think led to CPS getting involved with your family?

•   What was it that was happening in your family and to your children that led to CPS being involved with your family/that led to your children being taken into care?

•
What have you heard about why your child was removed?

•
If your caseworker from CPS was here, what would they say about why your children were taken into care? 

Behavioural details 

•
When did that (harmful event) happen?

•
Can you tell me about what happened that day?

•
Where was it? Where were you?  Who else was around?

•
How did you respond when it happened?

•
How long has this been going on?

•
What was the first, worst and most recent time this happened?

Impact on the child
•
Where were the children when this was happening?

•
How do you think X (harmful event) affected your child?

•
Do you ever worry about X?  When do you most worry?  What is happening? 

•
If your child was here right now, how would they say X has affected them?

•
Do you think X might be affecting them at school?

•
Do you think X might be affecting how they make friends?

•
In what ways does X come between you and your child? 

•
You said that you were using drugs/fighting with your partner/drinking a lot etc. How did your drug use/fighting/drinking affect your kids?

•
If your children were here, what would they say was the worst thing for them about your drug use/fighting with partner/drinking etc?

•
You said you are worried by your daughter’s drug use. What are you seeing that tells you your grandchildren are being harmed by your daughter’s drug use?

•
If your doctor/mother/etc was here, what would they say about how X was affecting your child?
•
On a scale from 0-10 with 10 being your child was totally safe when X happened and 0 being your child was in a lot of danger and could have been really hurt, where would you say things were when that (harmful event) happened?  

•
If your child/mother/partner etc was here, where would they say things were on that scale?

Closing
•
Of all the things we have talked about that have happened in the past, what do you think is most worrying?

•
What would your child say is most worrying?

•
What do you think I, or my supervisor, might think is most worrying?

•
We have a way of summing up these kinds of things called a statement of ‘past harm’.  Can I share it with you and see what you think?

•
On a scale from 0-10, were 10 is the statement of past harm really describes something that concerns you too, and 0 is you think I am really off base, where would you say things are?

Identifying Complicating Factors
•
Are there things happening in your life that make it more difficult for you to sort out these issues and make sure that your children will be safe in the future? What are these things?

•
What makes it more difficult for you to work with CPS and show them that your children will be safe in the future?

•
What do you think makes it harder for your family to deal with the things that everyone is worried about?

•
You said that your mental health might make it harder sometimes. How will your drug use make it more difficult for you to keep your children safe? Work with CPS? 

•
What would ____ (caseworker, children, grandma etc) say is happening in your life that will make it harder for you to make sure your children are always safe in the future?

Closing
•
In our assessment and planning framework, we describe these type of things as ‘complicating factors’. Can I show you where they are written within the framework and summarise the things you have told me?

•
Of all of these complicating factors we have listed, which are the most important ones that you think we need to pay attention to? Which ones do other people who will be working with you to help you keep the children safe in the future need to know about?

•
Are there any of the complicating factors that could lead to the children being hurt in the future?

What is Working Well?
Searching for Acts of Protection
 
Opening
•
Has there ever been a time when (the problem) could have happened, almost did happen, but somehow you were able to do something different?

•
Can you tell me about a time you were able to manage (the problem) in a way that you felt good about?

•
What are you already doing to help keep your children safe and respond to the concerns?

•
Can you tell me what you are doing in your care of the children that has you rating there safety at the moment at a 9?

Specific examples of exceptions
•
Tell me about a time you have been able to look after your kids and make sure that they weren’t hurt or affected by the problems, even though you were dealing with these other difficult things?

•
Can you tell me about a time when you were really angry with the kids but rather than hitting them were able to find a way to calm yourself down?

•
Can you tell me about a time you were both really pissed off with each other but rather than yelling or hitting each other in front of the kids you were able to do something to keep it away from the kids or to sort it out so it didn’t blow up?

•
Can you think of a time you were going to use drugs but either did something to make sure the kids were looked after first or made another decision about using altogether?

Follow-up: Gathering behavioral details of exceptions

•
When did that (exception) happen?

•
How did you do that?  (Specific details of exception)

•
Can you tell me about what happened that day?

•
When was it? Where were you?  Who else was around?

•
Suppose I was a fly on the wall when this was happening…what would I have seen you do? 

•
How often has this happened?

Follow-up: Impact on the children of exceptions

· Where were the children when this is happening?

· When you did X (exception) did it made a difference to your child in any way?  How?

· What do you think your children would say they like best about the fact that you took this step?

· Do anyone else [family member/friends/professionals] know you took this step?  What kind of difference would they say it made to the children?

· On a scale from 0-10 with 10 being your child was totally safe when X happened and 0 being your child was in a lot of danger and could have been really hurt, where would you say things were when that (exception) happened?  

· What is helping you keep it as high as you have been able to do it?

Closing

· Of all the things you are doing to take care of the children, what do you think you are doing that is most protecting the kids?

•
What would your child say they are most pleased that you are doing?

•
What do you think I or my supervisor are going to be most pleased to see?
Searching for Strengths
•
What do you think is working well in your family?

•
What are you most proud of in your family?

•
What do you see in your children that you are most proud of?

•
What is your family like at it’s best?

•
If the kids were here right now, what would they say is going well in your family?  

•
What would they say they are most proud of in you?  In themselves?

•
What else knows you or your family really well? What would they say is going really well?

•
What do you think I see working well?

•
Can I tell you what I see working well?

Identifying potential network members

•
Who or what else may have helped you do that?

•
Who else knows you were able to take this step?

•
Who from your life would be least surprised at your ability to take these steps?

•
What would your best friend say about how you are doing this?

•
Who are your main support people? What do they do that makes things better for you and the kids?

•
Who are the people who support you and help you when things are not going so well?

•
You said that your grandma is an important support to you and your children. What does grandma do that helps you to look after your children and keep them safe? 

Coping
•
What you have been going through is not so easy.  How do you think you have survived as long as you have? What is keeping you going?

•
Given everything we have talked about, how do you think you have managed to keep things from getting worse?

Scaling Questions

•
On a scale of 0 – 10, where 10 means the children are safe enough in your care for CPS to close the case and walk away and 0 means there is not enough safety for the children to live at home at the moment, where would you rate the situation right now?

•
On a scale of 0 – 10, where 10 meansthe children are safe enough in your care for CPS to close the case and walk away and 0 means the children will definitely be hurt again like they were in the past, where would you rate the situation right now?

•
What did you see or hear that has you at the number you are at and not one above or below? 

What Needs to Happen?

Exploring future danger
 
Opening:

•
Of all the things we have talked about today, which are you most worried about happening in the future?

•
Of all thing things we have talked about today, which of these things do you think the children are most worried about happening in the future?

•
Of all thing things we have talked about today, which of these things do you think I am most worried about going forward?

•
What do you think the reporter might be most worried about happening in the future?

Potential future impact on the children

•
What is your worst fear about what might happen to your children in the future/if they came home to live with you?

•
What do you think _____(children/family members /other professionals) would say they are worried might happen to your children if they came back home to live with you/if nothing was to change in your family?

•
What do you think I am worried might happen to your children in the future if they came back home to live with you/if nothing was to change in your family?

 Identifying potential network members
•
Does anyone else in your family worry about what might happen to your family or to the children in the future if nothing changes?

•
Do any of your friends or anyone else who knows the children worry about this?

•
What do you think they worry will happen to the kids if more of X occurs?

Closing
•
Can I take a minute and tell you how we at CPS are trying to think these days?

•
We have a way of summing up these worries for the future called a ‘statement of future danger’.  What do you think would be the statements of future danger for CPS?

•
On a scale from 0-10, were 0 is the danger statement really describes something that worries you also and 10 is your not worried about this at all, how would you scale this?

•
Which of the danger statements do you think is most important for us to deal with first?

Developing safety goals 

Opening
•
It’s clear from what you have said you are not happy with how things are going…how would you like things to be instead?

•
Given all we have talked about, what is your biggest hope for what could be different in your life? 

•
10 years from now…what would you like your child’s story to be about this time?  What do you think needs to happen in order for you to be able to tell that story?

•
What is the least that could happen that would still leave you feeling like you had accomplished something important?

Exploring the details of the safety goals
•
If right now you rate the safety for your children at a 6, what do you think you would need to be doing with your children for you to rate the children’s safety at a 10?’ What else?

•
Looking at the statements of what CPS are worried may happen to your children (danger statements), what do you think you need to be doing with your children so that CPS are no longer worried?

•
And if you did stop using drugs, what would be different in the way you were looking after your children that would show everyone that you were no longer using drugs?

•
What do you think your children would say they would need to be different for them to always feel safe when they are with you?

•
What do you think CPS would need to see you doing, in your care of the kids, for them to be willing to close the case? What else do you think they would need to see you doing?

•
We have a format for talking about goals that our agency feels is important called a ‘safety goal’.  It’s also going to move us into a conversation about who else needs to be a part of our work together.  Can I show you what this goal format looks like and can we do some thinking about who else needs to be involved?

Identifying potential network members

•
Who would be good to talk to about this?

•
Who When you first starting making these changes…who will see them?  First?  Second?

•
Moving toward these kinds of goals is hard work, and often requires help.  You know the phrase – it takes a village? Who from your community would be important for us to invite to these meeting to help you move in the directions we have been talking about?

Exploring Next Steps

•
Given all we have talked about…what do you think are the next steps we need to take in order to make sure your child is safe? 

•
So if that is what you what for your children and your family, what do you think is the smallest next step that will help you move toward that happening?

•
You rated the situation 6 out of 10 on the safety scale. What needs to happen next to move things up one step, to a 7?

•
What do you think CPS/grandma/partner etc would say is the next step in working toward these safety goals?

•
You have said that you want to stop using drugs/learn to manage your temper. What do you think is the first step/next step in stopping your drug use/learning to manage your temper?

�	 The answers to these questions can be used to score SDM Safety Assessment and Risk Assessment Tools.





�  The answers to these questions can be used to complete the Protective Capacities portion of the Safety Assessment and the FSNA.





�	 The answers to these questions can be used to score the Safety Assessment, the Risk Assessment, the Risk Reassessment for In-Home Cases, and the Reunification Reassessment.
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