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Abstract:
This article presents an exposition of an affirmative model of disability for child protection in Ireland. Seated at the intersection of disability and child protection are unique and substantial risks. In this paper, a reading of these risks is presented through an affirmative non-tragedy lens. This is substantiated by the opinions and views of a small sample of social workers practicing in the Republic of Ireland, who participated in qualitative research interviews. The intention is to demonstrate the utility of the affirmative model of disability to extend and progress already well-established aids to practice wisdom such as the seminal social model of disability and children’s rights perspectives. The paper concludes by emphasizing the centrality of balance, whereby child protection and welfare workers must thread the delicate line between acknowledging strengths and resources, whilst not underappreciating risks and harm. Here critical insights are presented on what works well, and not so well, in cases of disability and child protection. 
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Signs of Safety (SOS) has, for better or worse, refigured Child Protection and Welfare (CPW) in the Republic of Ireland (Anonymised, 2020). Drawing on principles of solution-focussed therapy imbued with appreciation for strengths and resilience-building (Turnell & Edwards, 1999), SOS became a model adopted by a larger number of child protection agencies over the last decade. Here a difficult intellectual balance was to be struck. Firstly, one must recognise strengths, solutions and resources in a bid to avoid problem- and risk-saturated narratives surrounding CPW. Secondly, it is critical to ensure that child safety is never compromised by strengths-focussed optimism, leaving risks underappreciated and unaddressed (Turnell & Edwards, 1999; Turnell & Murphy, 2014).
Yet, even with positive and life-changing work being undertaken by social workers, children and families, the need to avoid unduly negative thinking in CPW persists both within and beyond frontline practice in Ireland (Gaughan & Garrett, 2012; Turnell, 2006). Some literature suggests that SOS preformed a public relations exercise because it helped to address problem-saturated narratives surrounding a state service under intense scrutiny (Flynn, 2020), where the desire had lay to ‘purge the mistakes of the past’ (McGregor, 2014: 771). What this means is that social work within child protection services in Ireland had been under scrutiny in the public eye and as such, was being associated strongly with problems rather than positive solutions (Buckley, 2005; Burns, 2012; Gaughan & Garrett, 2012; Ombudsman for Children, 2006; Waters, 2007). SOS, however, offered a new approach to change Irish practice to be more solution-focussed and strengths-based (Turnell, 2006), and this was arguably beneficial to those who wanted to change the way child protective services was viewed by the public, and to move beyond the past wrongdoings and child protection failures that had come to public attention in Ireland (Buckley, Skehill & O’Sullivan, 1999; McGregor, 2014), 
 It would appear, both on a macro-organisational level as well as at a grass-roots practice scale, that negativity, problem-orientation and criticism held sway in influencing the way CPW has been understood by the public and those distanced from direct practice (Burns, 2012; Gaughan & Garrett, 2012; Ombudsman for Children, 2006; Turnell, 2006; Waters, 2007). Here Buckley, Skehill and O’Sullivan (1999: xiii) state that in Ireland “child protection and welfare has achieved an unprecedented position on the public agenda . . . the services set up to deal with it have been put under particular scrutiny.”  Indeed, an episode of a major three-part documentary series on child protection social work called ‘Protecting Our Children’ (British Broadcasting Corporation, 2012) was entitled “damned if they do, damned if they don’t” to reflect the criticism social workers received in the United Kingdom regardless of the course of their actions.  In Ireland and beyond, expressions of negativity included the vilification of social workers (Gaughan & Garrett, 2012) and stigmatising of children in care who were deemed to be less capable and less likely to reach high aspirations (Cameron et al., 2011). Elsewhere, disability activists, artists and allies, far from the so-called ivory tower of the academy, were building a new affirmative model of disability. Here, the imperative to recognise strengths also featured, along with desire to affirm the positive aspects of disabled lives and lifestyles (Swain & French, 2000). This affirmative non-tragedy model as it later came to be known in child protection and disability practice and literature from Ireland (see Flynn & McGregor, 2017), was proposed as a means to extend existing approaches such as the social model of disability and children’s rights approaches, through an assertive move away from unduly negative conceptualisations of disability based in melancholia, pity and loss (Flynn & McGregor, 2017; Swain & French, 2000). 
The overarching argument of this paper is that an affirmative model of disability may helpfully extend and progress already well-established aids to practice wisdom in CPW such as the seminal social model of disability and children’s rights perspectives. It is concluded that the centrality of balance persists for CPW social workers contending with complex cases at the intersection of disability and child protection.	
This article proceeds as follows. First, some starting information is provided including an explanation of terminology. Next, one iteration of the affirmative model for disability and child protection is introduced and explained for readers unfamiliar with the approach. Thereafter, the relevance of an affirmation model to child protection is discussed. Finally, the methods section introduces the empirical evidence base for the paper. Findings are then presented through an affirmative frame, followed by conclusion seated in critical discussion. 

Starting facts and terminology 

The terms ‘disability’ and ‘impairment’ are used distinctly, in line with a social model approach (Roets & Braidiotti, 2012). Impairment refers to the actual sensory, physical or mental condition or conditions that a person has, such as damage to the eye resulting in sight loss. Disability is the barriers that the person faces to equality in society in the context of that impairment, such as being unable to read as easily because societies don’t significantly value the translation of books into braille format (Oliver & Barnes, 2012). 
The key argument of this paper is not that a more affirmative, strengths-based approach would replace the social model of disability, but rather that it would extend it. This is because the social model of disability is about recognising that inequality, discrimination and barriers in society have disabling effects for people with impairments, rather than the problems of disability being directly based in impairments themselves (Oliver & Barnes, 2012; Roets & Braidiotti, 2012). This recognition that the disabling problems children and families with impairment face in a child protection context are often caused by lack of tailored supports rather than their impairment (Morgan, 2016), remains helpful for practice in Ireland, and grounded in a social approach. 

Theoretical frame 

Although positive affirmations of disability are nothing new (for example: Morris, 1991), a specific affirmative model of disability was not first articulated until 2000 by Swain and French. The defining attribute of the model was the affirmation of all the joyful, positive and good aspects of having an impairment and living a lifestyle as a person with disability (Swain & French, 2000). An expression of applying this model in one’s thinking in a CPW context, for instance, would be to abandon any assumption that a child with disability might not wish to be so (Flynn & McGregor, 2017). According to Swain and French’s work (2000; 2008), the model arose most evidently from artists and activists with disability through the disability arts movement. The model presented a strong kick-back against the ‘dominant personal tragedy model of disability and impairment’ (Swain & French, 2000: 569). 
Swain and French (2000: 572) go on to say that “the tragedy model is so dominant, so prevalent and so infused throughout media representations, language, culture beliefs, research, policy and professional practice” that they scarcely have space to begin to illustrate it, albeit offering several examples such as the portrayal of Tiny Tim in the Christmas Carol. Other key writers in disability studies that acknowledge the dominance of the tragedy view of disability include Dan Goodley (2012), Catherine Runswick-Cole (Goodley & Runswick-Cole, 2015) and Tom Shakespeare (2014). Within this, Shakespeare (2014) also recognises that some people do experience impairment as “a personal tragedy” (p.85). Nonetheless, Dunn (2015) argues from here that the “main goal” of disability studies is to “counter perspectives that disability is tragic” (p. 134). Seminal Canadian disability theorist Wolf Wolfersberger (1972) in his book ‘Normalisation’ identifies that tragedy views of disability have been a greatly enduring problem and as such, this is no small task. He lists the ten dominant ways disability is understood and includes notions of disabled people as objects of charity, objects of ridicule, unspeakable objects of dread and menaces to society (Wolfersberger, 1972). The affirmative model of disability makes clear that there are good aspects to having impairments, such as being part of a community of others who share the experience of being impaired (Swain & French, 2000), and being beautiful because of one’s impairment (Palacios, 2017). 

Relevance to child protection and welfare 

The relevance of an affirmative model of disability to CPW both within and beyond Ireland should be established. There is strong international research evidence that disability presents unique risks and problems in a CPW context, such as that children with disabilities are approximately 3.4 times more likely to be abused and neglected than non-disabled peers (Jones et al., 2012; Sullivan & Knutson, 2000) and that parents with intellectual disability often face a presumption of incompetence (McConnell & Llewellyn, 2002). There is also evidence that the way in which professional’s approach and understand disability can contribute to failures to safeguard children (Flynn & McGregor, 2017). This can include evidence that thresholds for service provision are different for children with disabilities who may be less likely to get protective interventions (Stalker et al., 2010). There is also evidence from Ireland that children with disabilities may be less likely to return home from out-of-home placements with a tendency for longer durations in care (Kelly et al., 2012). 
At the heart of some of these differences in the experience of children with disabilities, may be a less positive, hopeful approach teamed with a problem-orientation in disability and child protection work. Exemplary of this is evidence of professional’s over-empathising with parents who are under investigation because it is deemed particularly hard and challenging to raise a child with disability (Stalker et al., 2010). There is also evidence of sympathising with children and families with disability rather than taking an assertive children’s rights approach (Raymond, 2010). Finally, despite positive work undertaken by social workers, rarely is this work recognised through formal awards, accolades or accreditation, and yet bad practice can, and has, garnered national media attention (Gaughan, & Garrett, 2012). Here it is argued that an affirmative approach is helpful in the treatment of the subject matter of disability and child protection. At the very least, this is the case because child abuse and neglect are for good reasons deemed to be gravely negative things. As a result, the risk of dealing with the subject matter of child abuse and neglect alongside disability, is that it may compound associations between disability and negativity already deemed unconstructive and insulting by disability activists and allies (Flynn & McGregor, 2017).  

Method

This paper offers some theoretical exposition of an affirmative model of disability. Verbatim quotations, however, from a small sample of CPW social workers will be presented for the purpose of illustration. Rather than lending significant credibility or offering a robust empirical evidence base to theoretical argument in this paper, views of social workers are simply presented for the purpose of illustration. This is because a sample size of five participants is not large enough to be generalisable, but still yields valuable insight about what is possible in the context of child protection and disability to aid a theoretical analysis of this subject matter. Whilst the interviews were undertaken in Ireland, the theoretical framework that is the focus of this paper is international and is proposed for use in any location, including Ireland.   
The interviews were part of a study undertaken at Trinity College Dublin, the University of Dublin (hereafter Trinity). The study came about as preliminary searches of published literature showed a very substantial lack of qualitative research undertaken with social workers on the topic of disability and child protection, internationally and particularly in Ireland. The study received full ethical approval both from TCD as well as Tusla, the Child and Family Agency (CFA) where participants were recruited. The study’s central research question is, ‘what works well and what are the barriers in effective safeguarding of children with disabilities in the Republic of Ireland?’ The sample of participants were all professionally qualified social workers working either directly in frontline practice in Tusla CFA, or in another role in Tusla CFA such as social work team leader (n=4) or experienced child protection social worker handling case data (n=1). Inclusion and exclusion criteria for the sample required participants to have acquired sufficient experience in order to be able to talk about issues of disability and child protection in practice. Participants were recruited using a gatekeeper professional who was employed by Tusla CFA as well as a snowball sampling method. Participants were given a participant information sheet to consider prior to providing informed consent to participate. 
Semi-structured qualitative interviewing occurred online through Microsoft Teams software. Data analysis followed the conventions of Braun and Clarke’s (2006: 16-23) qualitative thematic analysis. This involved transcription, familiarisation with data, coding of data, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and finally the research write-up (Braun & Clarke, 2006: 16-23). Participants gave fully informed consent for participation in the research as well as publication of their anonymised accounts. Finally, in order to maintain an affirmation model of disability for this paper, positive and affirmative aspects of findings are selectively extracted for presentation in the following section. 

Thinking about affirmations in disability and child protection work 

Insofar as any professional field can be, CPW practice has been downtrodden by criticism, and undermined in some instances by negative media accounts, as well as impacted by narratives of tragedy, loss, and problem-orientations (Gaughan & Garrett, 2012; Turnell, 2006). Turnell (2006: 3) concedes that in CPW ‘constructive practice tends to be overlooked’ yet, ‘good practice in difficult cases is an invaluable and almost entirely disregarded resource for improving child protection services.’ Concurrently, people with impairment have since the earliest of times faced expressions of paternalistic pity and deficit-thinking (Swain & French, 2000). Where disability and child protection converge, therefore, a willingness to affirm strengths, acknowledge accomplishments, seek positive solutions and abandon dismay remains integral. As will be illustrated, positively affirmative, solution-focussed dimensions of disability and child protection are also abundant.  

More parents could cope with the right supports provided in enough time 

The study’s research question sought evidence of what works well and what are the barriers in effective safeguarding of children with disabilities in the Republic of Ireland. The qualitative data produced was rich and sufficiently addressed the research question. One finding about what works well is that social workers in Ireland identified early intervention and provision of supports as key to assisting families where issues of disability and child protection present. The affirmative message was that with the right supports provided in enough time, more Irish families could cope without child protection intervention. The onus was on both child protection services and disability services to step up to the mark and fund supports early on:

We have children where there were no child protection concerns but due to lack of supports and funding, we have had to take children into care. . . There are some families where child protection concerns do exist when they come to us and did exist because of the lack of services beforehand. (Participant One)

Here, Participant One demonstrates that some families were presenting to child protection services with significant issues related to disability and child protection, and yet these families had a lack of supportive services in place. Some admissions of children to care in these situations, unfortunately, could potentially have been prevented. Participant Five also refers to lack of services:

‘It wasn’t a child protection matter per se, but it became one because of the lack of services.’ (Participant Five)

It is apparent therefore, from participant accounts, that early intervention and prevention work must be funded to stop families spiralling into worse situations because they haven’t gotten the right support early on. 

Children and families come with good natural resources and strengths

Practice depth and innovation in understanding of the individual child and their social environment could help social workers in Ireland to identify the strengths and resources around children and families with disability. Considering the study’s research question, about what works well and not so well in child protection and disability, social networks within which parents and children are embedded, are one such vital reserve:
 
‘The networks provide safety . . .it depends on the individual, there is no two children with the same disability, with the same network, with the same problems, with the same family. Like they are all completely different; they are different stories.’ (Participant Two)

One participant reported, based on review of comprehensive Tusla CFA data for the region, that the covid 19 pandemic had not led to an increase in children’s admissions to care. A potential explanation, notwithstanding clear child protection concerns raised by the pandemic (Mooney, 2020), was that families had more resources and strengths to cope than would have been anticipated:

‘Children coming into care, that has not changed. . .there hasn’t been a change in children coming in.’ (Participant Four)

Being affirmative is about recognising positive outcomes 

Whilst oftentimes, and understandably so, the notion of removing a child with disability from their natural family is conceptualised as negative, one participant provided an example of a child doing very well after an admission to care, which highlights the positive outcomes from care admissions for many children:

‘We sourced a residential placement . . .he got on really well, and he’s doing amazingly now. Yeah he’s come on hugely.’  (Participant Three)

The above excerpt shows that even the most serious interventions can be best for children with respect to the question of what works well and what are the barriers in effective safeguarding of children with disabilities in the Republic of Ireland.

Affirming resources that are available to help 

Some resources were exemplary of what works well in line with the study research question. Social workers all acknowledged the rich practice resources, approaches and tools that helped them in their practice, or could help them further, if they were made even more available:

Regarding SOS, ‘I think it is a really good method. . .it’s not right for every child and every family, but it’s very, very- it’s a very, very good tool to be working with’ (Participant Two)

One social worker suggested that a module on ‘disability and child protection’ within tertiary education alongside training on ‘common disabilities and what they entail’ (Participant Three) would be beneficial. It was also recognised that some training resources were already available and of good merit for practice:

‘There are opportunities for social workers to learn more about disabilities . . .the opportunities, some are few and far between, but they are there’ (Participant Two)

With more time and/or less demands, social workers could perform even better:

Notwithstanding existing resources and strengths, in reality, it was evident however that social workers were very busy and had significant demands on them and here evidence of a barrier to effective practice presented in line with the study research question:

‘making the workload less would be really good’ (Participant Three)

However, social workers strove for high standards in their work despite such limitations, such as linking with other professionals for feedback, who had more time to get to know children:

‘it is not always possible to get a true picture of that child or spend time with them and that’s where other services like play therapists count to spend time with the children’ (Participant Two)

Overall, perseverance, commitment to solutions, and determination, held social workers in good stead as they contended hopefully with the challenges of disability and child protection. 

Discussion 

Arguably, both in Ireland and beyond, it will always be the case that the intersection of child protection and disability is suffused with complexity (Flynn, 2021). To suggest that simply affirming strengths and positives more, would be enough to render existing problems obsolete, would clearly be inadvisable- lest the impression also be made that workers are not already to a degree strength-focussed. Rather, there is evidence in Irish and international history that understandings of CPW, and disability, in separate respects, have sometimes experienced undue negativity (French & Swain, 2008; Gaughan & Garrett, 2012; Swain & French, 2000; Turnell, 2006). In Ireland, the legacy of large-scale media coverage of child abuse failings and scandals in the 1990s (Buckley, 2005; Buckley, Skehill & O’Sullivan, 1999), for instance, still leaves a lasting impression on the public. Owing to practitioners, scholars, advocates, activists, artists and disability allies, a better balance has been struck over time.  Yet, the proposition in this paper is that further progress remains outstanding.  
This paper offered a theoretical exposition of an affirmative model of disability which builds on the social model of disability (Swain & French, 2000). The intention was to present an approach to thinking about issues of disability and child protection which is capable of addressing the undue negativity arguably surrounding this subject matter (Swain & French, 2000; Turnell, 2006). It is also hoped that the affirmative approach can help to recognise and build upon good practice, strengths and opportunities (Turnell, 2006). Research excerpts already provided fell under the umbrella of the study’s research question which inquired into what works well and what are the barriers in effective safeguarding of children with disabilities in the Republic of Ireland. Upon reflection, it would seem that emergent findings which particularly respond to this question include the importance of early intervention and prevention, provision of resources such as training, more time for social workers and use of family’s natural social networks. 
Upon analysis of these findings, it would seem that social workers often know what works best for children and families facing issues of disability and child protection, and yet such resources and processes often fall outside their realm of power or influence. More available time, as well as more proactive service provision elsewhere prior to cases coming to child protection, are examples of issues that social workers had limited influence over.  This supports the existing claim that Tusla CFA have been promoting (see Tusla, 2021 for example). Namely, child protection is everyone’s responsibility, not just that of social workers in Tusla CFA (Tusla, 2021). Certainly, in this context, it is clear that children with disabilities have the same rights to safety and protection as their non-disabled peers (Flynn, 2021). Here a better emphasis on the strengths, successes, resources and capacities of workers, children and families, may help to overcome enduring notions of disability as “a personal tragedy” (Shakespeare, 2014: 85), and reemphasise the responsibility of everyone in society to address barriers to inequality. 
In cases of disability and child protection, the notion of balance is perhaps most pertinent. This includes prioritising child safety and assessing risks, balanced with an acknowledgement of strengths, having hope and using existing protective factors. Here it is concluded that the centrality of balance persists for CPW social workers, in Ireland and beyond, contending with complex cases at the intersection of disability and child protection.

Conclusion 

The exposition of an affirmative model of disability for child protection in this paper was modest and illustrated using qualitative research data from Ireland. Yet, some strides towards infusing existing discourses and narratives around disability and child protection have been made here, to complement that which is already underway, whether through appreciative inquiry in CPW practice or celebration of disabled lifestyles in the disability arts movement (Swain & French, 2000). Results of the study within this paper have indicated that social workers often know what is needed to improve family’s circumstances around issues of disability and child protection but may not have the power or influence to attain this.  In this context, social workers alone cannot overcome all issues presenting but rely on managers, policy makers, lay public and others to recognise the relevance of child protection to all. Study results also indicated that there are many positive aspects of practice with children around issues of disability and child protection. Troubling, however, was the potential for some admissions to care to have been preventable where services could have supported families earlier to prevent crisis point being reached. Looking to the future, the delicate line between acknowledging strengths and resources, whilst not underappreciating risks and harm, will continue to demand nothing but the upmost respect. 
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