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1. FAMILY EDUCATION
1. Education about Foster Care
It is important that foster parents get an educatin about children who come from an unstable
home and go into foster care. This is a specific group of children and we cannot handle this
in a careless manner. A part of the problems is the same as for children who go to a child
home. But the difference lies in the fact that in a child home you have many professional
childe caretakers, where as in foster care children go live with a family; a foster family with
foster parents who will treat the children as if they are their own. These foster parents will
become mother and father figures for the children. The difference between the professional
child caretaker and the foster parents lies not only in their “assignment”. The second
difference is the fact that a foster parent didn’t have had an education about pedagogy
and/or psychology. This is why we give every starting foster parents an education about
these topics (no invitation and attendance sheet needed, because they all participate).
The education program consists of five meetings and every time we discuss different topics.
Meeting 1: Getting to know foster care
-

-

Matching between child and foster family
Different modules in foster care
Different positions in foster care, with other words the triangle in foster care: child –
parents – foster parents
Through games we want to illustrate
o what it is like for children to leave their homes and to go to a new family
o what it is like for parents when their children have got taken away
Self-reflection
Placement reasons
Emotions and behavior of children who go to foster care
Emotions and behavior of parents
Looking behind behavior, where the real reason of behavior lies
Expectations of the different parties in foster care
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Meeting 2: Attachment, loss and development
-

-

-

Attachment
o What is safe and unsafe attachment?
o How to work in a positive manner with attachment possibilities?
o Realistic expectations for foster children
Loss and mourning
o How does every one experience their loss?
o Different mourning phases
o Children mourn in a different way than adults
o How to support your foster child in every mourning phase?
o How to deal with the temporality of foster care?
Development
o Foster children have a differentiated development
o Having the flexibility to offer a different approach to every domain of
development.
o Adjusting expectations to the needs of a child
o Realistic expectations about growth and development possibilities

Meeting 3: Nurture, loyalty and working together with parents
-

-

-

Nurture
o Positive parenting
o 4 parenting styles
o Insight in your own parenting style
o Being conscience of intentional and unintentional parenting
Loyalty
o Loyalty conflict
o Parentification
o Different forms of loyalty
Co-operation with parents
o Getting to know the world parents live in
o Seeing the effort of parents
o Co-operation skills

3

Meeting 4: Panel evening: experiential experts speak
-

Experts in foster care (2 foster families, (ex-)foster child, own children, parents,…) tell
about their situations in the past and/or now.
Goals:
o Hearing the experiences of others
o How to use your network when needed

Meeting 5: To estimate the impact of foster care on your own family
-

What are your own qualities and points of attention?
Every family is a system with its own rules, boundaries, role patterns, communication
methods and ways to take decisions.
A foster child has its own system that has to have a place in your family.
The relations within your family and environment will change with the arrival of foster
child.

2. Education about Foster Care for unaccompanied minors
For the specific group “unaccompanied minors” we have organized another training for all the
foster parents who take care of an unaccompanied minor (no invitation and attendance sheet
needed). This training is focused on the differences in culture, values and religion. But it
focuses also on the given that these children fled their home country, without their parents.
They have had traumatic experiences in their home country, during the flight AND when they
arrived on their new destination: Belgium. We have organized a training program with four
meetings for foster parents who care for an unaccompanied minor at home. As you will see,
most of the training resembles the training program described above. But the focus and goal
is different. In this program we focus on a culturally sensitive approach.
Meeting 1: Getting to know Foster Care – Experiences of an unaccompanied minor
-

-

Attitude necessary to work with a culturally sensitive approach
Intercultural communication
Identity and acculturation
Responsibilities of a legal guardian, of foster parents and of the biological parents
who are not in the country
Reason of the flight, placement reasons
Through games we want to illustrate
o what it is like for children to leave their homes and to go to a new family
o what it is like for parents when their children have got taken away
Looking behind behavior, where the real reason of behavior lies

Meeting 2: Attachment, loss and mourning – Feelings of an unaccompanied minor
-

-

Attachment
o What is safe and unsafe attachment?
o How to work in a positive manner with attachment possibilities?
o Realistic expectations for foster children
Loss and mourning
o How does every one experience their loss?
o Different mourning phases and the cultural differences in mourning
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o
o
o
o

 Other coping strategies
Children mourn in a different way than adults
How to support your foster child in every mourning phase?
How to deal with the temporality of foster care?
Family reunification: parents in their home country or on their way to Belgium

Meeting 3: Nurture, loyalty and trauma – Behavior of an unaccompanied minor
-

-

-

-

Nurture
o Positive parenting
o 4 parenting styles
o Cultural differences in parenting – Pinto and his cultural dimensions
o Insight in your own parenting style
o It is possible that unaccompanied minors have different needs in parenting.
Not only in a cultural way, but also because of their different experiences at a
young age.
Loyalty
o Loyalty conflict
o Parentification
o Different forms of loyalty
o The meaning of loyalty for unaccompanied minors
Trauma
o What is trauma - PTSD
o How to recognize and to understand the symptoms about trauma
o Three stadia in their flight: pre-flight, flight and post-flight
o Having realistic expectations from a foster child/unaccompanied minor
o
Co-operation with parents of an unaccompanied minor
Understanding the behavior of an unaccompanied minor

Meeting 4: To estimate the impact of foster care on your own family
-

What are your own qualities and points of attention?
Every family is a system with its own rules, boundaries, role patterns, communication
methods and ways to take decisions.
A foster child has its own system that has to have a place in your family.
The relations within your family and environment will change with the arrival of foster
child.
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2. SEMINARS
1. Presentation of the project “Each Child is Special”
In every team in Foster Care East-Flanders we did a presentation about the project. We
didn’t do this only fort he social workers, but also at the staff meeting. After everyone in foster
care knew about the project, we presented this at the info sessions for candidate foster
families. This way everyone in foster care knew about the project and could help make
something of it. Ideas for fun activities came in and lots of volunteers joined. We did this in
April 2016. Every Tuesday every team has a team meeting, so it was easy to reach all the
social workers in the organization. The staff comes together on a Thursday and they
received us for an hour to explain everything about the project and to ask us about the goals
of the project and what we wanted to achieve.
First goal: to exchange information about structure and methods that every
organization uses.
Second goal: to develop tools on different application possibilities: education for foster
parents, trauma sensitivity, methods for social workers, sensitization, PR, recreation
activities for foster children, for biological parents, for foster parents, and so on…
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2. Care for traumatized children: training for foster parents
We have a training program for foster parents with foster children that have had a traumatic
experience. In January 2017 the program started with a new group of foster parents. The
program we use is developed in America by the National Child Traumatic Stress Network
(www.nctsn.org). the training program is edited and translated to the Dutch care practice by
Leony Coppens and Carina Van Knegten. Since 2012 it is used in the Netherlands to
educate foster families. In 2016 we implemented the training in our organization. We use two
books, one handbook for trainers and one workbook for the foster parents. The ideal group
size is 12 persons (when a couple signed up, we prefer that both partners participate), led by
two trained social workers. It consists of eight modules and each module has a similar
structure: 1) Theoretical explanation of a theme, 2) case study (workbook), and 3) application
of the theoretical knowledge on the basis of the particular situations in the training group.
Modules:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Acquaintance
Different kinds of trauma
Understanding the effects of trauma
Creating a safe environment
Handling emotions and behavior
Connection and recovery
How to be an advocate for your (foster) child
Taking care of yourself

We implemented this training program in our organization because many children placed in
foster care have had traumatic experiences. The burden of these traumas weighs heavily for
those children an makes it difficult for foster parents to cope with. Trauma has a profound
impact on the behavior, the feelings, the relations and the worldview of a child. Furthermore,
the trauma of a child has also a profound impact on foster parents: 1) exhaustion of a
sensitive and empathic approach, 2) painful memories, and 3) secondary traumatization. The
impact of a trauma can disrupt the stay in foster care. Research has shown that the risk of a
breakdown is considerably reduced when foster parents have knowledge and skills about
trauma.
Definition of trauma:
-

Related to the threat of life or the physical integrity of a child or a person who is of
great importance for that child (such as a parent, grandparent or sibling),
Causes an overwhelming feeling of fear, helplessness an imptonce,
Has physical effects (such as heart palpitations, rapid breathing, dizziness,…).

Research has shown that the brains of traumatized
children develop abnormally. The brains of severely
neglected children are smaller and we see a lot of
black spaces that show the lack of neural connections.
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Chronic trauma can disrupt the healthy development and can affect the ability to trust other
people, the sense of personal safety, the ability to control emotions, the ability to accept
changes in life and to cope with these and emotional and physical reactions to stress.
The best way for foster parents to deal with these problems is to be sure that positive change
is possible. They have to provide a secure base with love and protection and be available
both physically as emotionally. It is important that foster parents identify the needs of the
foster child and respond appropriate to them. Foster parents have to lead and have to be a
positive example. In conclusion, foster parents need to offer their foster children the
opportunities to explore the world in a safe manner.
It is possible to improve the development of a traumatized child. Traumatized children can
learn new ways of thinking and new ways of building relations. Rational thinking and selfconsciousness can help children to control primitive reactions of the brain. ‘Unlearn and
rebuild’ costs a lot of time and a lot of patience. To improve the resilience of a traumatized
child it is important that the child can have a strong relation with at least one competent,
caring adult. The child needs to have a sense of belonging to a positive role model. It needs
to have the feeling to be part of a certain community, group or family. It is important for a
traumatized child to experience any control over their own life.
This is a short recapitulation of what the training program consists of. The participant are
very positive about the content and the group interactions. They found it useful to learn about
coping skills for themselves and about skills to help their foster child to process their trauma
so that they go on with their lives in a more pleasant way.
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3. NETWORK
It was important to spread the word about the project “Each Child is Special”. We joined the
Facebook page that already existed “Her çocuk özeldir”. Unfortunately it is in Turkish, so only
our Turkish part of the Belgian population could understand the Facebook page.
https//www.facebook.com/groups/192397254462647/.
Also on our own page we communicated about the project:
https://www.facebook.com/dunyapleegzorg/ .
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4. RECREATION THERAPY
We organized 3 different types of recreation therapy for different kind of groups in foster
care. We will explain every activity. In the appendix you will find the attendance sheets and
the invitation for every activity.

1. Unaccompanied minor refugees – Language as a picture
September 27, 2017: The language barrier is a great obstacle for many young people. Today
we have to deal with many migrations. Different groups of people are living next to each
other without really communicating to each other. This can result in incomprehension of each
other; the newcomers and the local population both feel unsatisfied without even knowing
and understand each other.
Because of this language barrier many events, good or bad, can have negative connotations.
But not today. Today we will embrace the language barrier. There is always one language
that everyone speaks, this is the language of a picture. Everybody possesses the love for
beauty and this is how we express ourselves.

The assignment: Graffiti
We begin with a little warming-up. Every
participant gets a few colours of paint
and brushes and sponges. Everybody
has to use the materials they have got.
Everybody has to write his name with
the materials they’ve got and they can
do with it what ever they want. The result
of writing your name has to be some
kind of self-portrait. Afterwards everyone
will have a few minutes to talk about
their name and what they have done
with it, so it represents themselves.
Next, every participant chooses a word/sentence/spell/…. that has a personal meaning. If
necessary, there are books to look it up. This can be a name, a place, a faith, a message,…
For example: friendship. Now everyone can use all colours of paint and materials that can be
useful. For example, you can use cardboard to experiment with spraying techniques. The
task is to shape the word/sentence/… in your own language. The participant tries to translate
the atmosphere of the word into the picture. Afterwards we will discuss the pictures in group,
but only if the participant wants to. First everyone tells how they feel about the picture and
why that is. Witch elements give you these feelings? Than the maker of the picture will tell
what the word means and how he tried to translate his feelings into that picture.
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We will see that we often
misunderstand each other. But
when we talk to each other and
explain ourselves, explain our
feelings, we get closer to each
other. We will see that every
human being is the same. The only
differences are everyone’s own
experiences in life. The language
barrier will just be a difficulty to
communicate with each other. But
nothing more than that. We will
know that the other person has the
same emotions as we do, they just
have another word for it. And the
other way around!

(For privacy reasons not everybody is in the pictures)
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2. A participation group for grandparents/foster parents
Like the participation group for foster children, we have a participation group for
grandparents who also are foster parents. It is important for them to come together and talk
about their experiences. They are grandparents and grandparents should be able to “spoil”
their grandchildren with love, gifts, candy, not so many rules,… But foster parents can’t afford
to do these things (all the time). They have an educational responsibility. Children need to
have rules. When they do what is expected of them they get a reward. When children don’t
listen, they get a punishment. This is very difficult for grandparents. They are often in conflict
between their grandparent role and their foster parent role. Early 2017 the group came
together three times: January 2, April 28 and June 23, 2017. Two social workers guide them
in this process. The different topics they discussed
these three days:
-

-

Genes, heredity
Parents keep thinking of their child with a
certain age, because their children were taken
away at that particular age.
Social media
Generation gap
The fear with children that their foster parents
(grandparents) will die.
Daycare for children: a relief or guilt?
Children are often afraid to be left behind.
Saving money
Children have a high developed defense
mechanism
Hope for change
Juvenile court offers certainties.
What can foster care do for them? Is it an added value or not?

For this project “Each Child is Special”, the participation group organized a fun day for foster
children and their parents in the Easter holiday. The families came together under the
guidance of different social workers and also the grandparents (foster parents) were their.
This was the ideal occasion to get together as a whole family (grandparents, parents and
children). A social worker was dressed like a clown and two other social workers as bunnies.
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3. Foster Family Day
Every year we organize a Foster Family Day. We want to thank our foster parents for helping
our children to have a better future. Every one can come to enjoy a nice day with the family,
but if people want, it is also a great way to meet other foster families. Children can play
together, while foster parents enjoy their lunch with other foster parents. The theme in 2016
and 2017 was “Each child is special”. In September 2016 all foster parents learned about this
project and in November 2017 we told them the project would end in December. In a casual
way we’ve discussed what we achieved with this project. Some foster parents told us they
participated in other activities from this project. Both times we went to an amusement park (in
2016 to Bellewaerde Park and in 2017 to Plopsaland). This is a “big thank you” to all our
families. Because of this project it was possible to do this for free for the foster families.
Some foster families don’t have a lot of money en these times they also could participate.
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5. ART THERAPY
The assignment was to give art therapy to foster children and their (foster) families. We’ve
done this for 17 families. For privacy reasons we will not mention what the therapy sessions
were all about and we will not mention the names of the foster children. In Pleegzorg OostVlaanderen (Foster Care East-Flanders) we have a visiting area where parents can meet
their children in a safe environment. Social workers walk around, observe and help the
parents if necessary. For this assignment we’ve found 17 families who were interested to
start with art therapy at these visiting area’s. We found them through our social workers.
They go on house visits and parents who could benefit with these therapy sessions were
then invited. The parents felt that this way they had a chance to reconnect with their children.
Each family went to three sessions of art therapy, given by a psychologist who also works for
Pleegzorg Oost-Vlaanderen. We offered art therapy in three different periods over two years:
June 2016, November 2016 and May 2017.

The Benefits of sensopathic play

Sensopathic play uses the sense of touch, the biggest sensory system in the body,
to help children better understand the world around them.
How can sensopathic play benefit a child’s development?
The effects of sensopathic play
With sensopathic play, we mean playing through feel and touch, playing with formless
materials. The children are given the opportunity to use their tactile sense by mixing shaving
foam, tearing paper, kneading lining glue,
rubbing over different materials, ... In the
sensopathic game, different senses are used
and through the senses the child discovers its
own body and the world around him. This
reinforces the feeling of being someone and
being in contact with the world around us.
The healing lies in the fact that the game can
be brought to the here and now, focusing on
the positive sensations of being in contact
with the body in the here and now. When
different senses are working together, a larger
part of our brain is activated. This leads to
more and more networks in the brain. The larger these neural networks, the more learning
possibilities the child develops. Previous traumatic experiences are especially sensory, they
are stored in a physical perception. Especially via sensopathic play one can make contact
with the earlier trauma. Sensory-based reliving of earlier experiences may arise, which then
may be accessed for processing. In addition, the child can find himself through sensopathic
play and discover his physical self-esteem, if and when there are shortages in previous
developmental levels such as self-regulation, individualization, basic alignment with the other
and recognizing their own needs and feelings. Working with tangible materials is calming and
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soothing, and the children get the opportunity to take initiative. In addition, their selfconfidence improves in experiencing success in crafting.
The effects of shaping
The children can work creatively, for instance by decorating their personal cardboard chair,
carving large paper maché animals, making a painting by blowing paint through a straw and
many other creative projects. The child can express emotions in a creative and free manner
and shape personal experiences and experiences. The child and the parents can express
their emotions and can also regulate them in that way. The children and their parents should
explore and address their creativity as much as possible in order to create something very
personal. The formation and ordering also has a stabilizing effect on the child. The creative
process works more based on the feeling and less on the basis of the mind, so the children
can express their emotions in a free way. Nevertheless, the children are also stimulated in
their creative thinking and come into contact with physically oriented experiences. The
smaller children experience psychomotor growth, but can also develop socially and
emotionally. The older children also learn new
skills on an emotional and social level and are
also stimulated in their solution-oriented
thinking. By blowing a straw, children can lose
excess energy, and in addition, they train
certain muscle groups in their belly, allowing
them to apply a better, more restful breathing
mode. They train muscles that are used to
breathe more from the belly instead of the
diaphragm, which has a calming and soothing
effect.
How can sensopathic play benefit a relationship?
The link between mentor-child and mentor-parent can be strengthened through the creative
process, and of course sensopathic play also strengthens the bond between parent and
child.

Relationship between parent and child
It is the intention that the children and the parents are crafting together. This improves
cooperation between parent and child. It's a safe way to get in touch with each other and
possibly restore the contact where it went
wrong. The children and the parents can
each have their craft project, but they can
also cooperate on something. They build
something together, meanwhile rebuilding
their relationship. The playful form brings
the family more together, learns the family
to communicate in a better way and team
up with each other. Joint play behavior
becomes a context in which the child can
learn and develop himself. Game becomes
a visual language that refers to another
15

reality: the inner reality of the child. When there is a problematic attachment, the relationship
can be developed through the creative process. The physical world is very important in
bonding. Also in traumatized children, the creative process can improve the quality of
interaction between parent and child. Some parents do not come to the visitor's room for so
long and do not know what to do with their child. They behave somewhat unwaveringly,
leaving children to their fate sometimes. For these parents, working together on a craft
project is the ideal way to get in touch with their child. They learn to deal better with each
other, to restore contact in a safe way, thus learning to feel more secure in their parent role.
Also parents who have come to the visitors room for a long time might not know what they
can do with their child. Also for them it is a fun way to develop and maintain the interaction
between parent and child in a playful way.

How can sensopathic play provide information for the mentor?
Possible observations
Observing sensopathic play provides a lot of important
information about the relationship between parent and
child. This is important for mentors with Foster Care.
Examples of interesting things we can observe are:
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

How is the interaction between parent and
child?
How is the interaction between brothers and
sisters mutually?
Who takes initiative, who takes the lead? Who
is following?
How are they in contact with each other?
Do they work together or do each of them work
separately?
Do they help each other?
How do they express their creativity?
Do they give compliments to each other?

And as Albert Einstein said:
‘Learning is experience.
Everything else is just
information’
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6. EXHIBITION
September 7, 2017 we organized a big event for the opening of our new building. Everyone
in the social sector that works in Youth Services was welcome to join our celebrations. The
top level of the building, with his views over the city, was the place were the celebration
started. Johan Van der Sypt, the director of Pleegzorg Oost-Vlaanderen and Jo Vandeurzen,
the Flemish Minister of Welfare, gave a speech there. The offices of the social workers were
at the lower levels. The visitors had also the chance to visit one of our visiting areas that we
use for parents to meet their children. Everything was open for public.
We thought it was the ideal occasion to do an exhibition. All the pictures, paintings, graffiti
and so on that were maid by everyone who has something to do with the organization, were
set up in the whole building. We have pictures and craftworks made by the foster children,
paintings made with paint or graffiti by the adults with disabilities or psychiatric problems,…
The concept was twofold. First, some pictures were hung up at the top level of the building
and they will stay there. Second, other pictures and craftwork you could find all over the
building. Some were nicely put next to each other, others were a collection of creative work.
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7. ARTICLES
You can often find articles and short items on the news about foster care in the media. These
articles are just a couple examples of many. You can find the paper version in the appendix.
1. https://www.vrt.be/vrtnws/nl/2017/08/31/na-20-jaar-eindelijke-een-statuut-voorpleegouders/
This articles tells us something about the rights and obligations foster parents have.
September 1st 2017 will be the start of more rights for foster parents. Before they had to ask
permission from parents, for example to which school the foster child can go to, or to cut their
hair,… Now, foster parents can decide for themselves about small daily issues.
2. http://www.standaard.be/cnt/dmf20170611_02920140
Since the decree of January 1, 2014, foster children have priority in nurseries and day-care
and foster parents have to pay the lowest rate, regardless of their income. Today, there are
three times more foster children in childcare with a minimum rate.
3. http://www.standaard.be/cnt/dmf20171108_03176746
The Flemish government has decided that foster care should be extended to the age of 25.
This to prevent that the most vulnerable youngsters have to start at the bottom. They hope
the decree will be approved before Christmas.
4. http://www.standaard.be/cnt/dmf20170310_02772639
This article is about the beginning of a new agreement for foster parents in having more
rights. The government approves the new statute for foster parents and the elaboration can
start.
5. http://www.standaard.be/cnt/dmf20171113_03183657
Foster care co-operates with the Red Devils, the Belgian football team. During the “Week of
Foster Care” from 10 till 19 November they want to bring the shortage of foster families to the
attention of everybody. The Red Devils ask every sports club to use the banners of the
campaign #minidevils in search of more candidate foster families. The minidevils are foster
children who look like one of the football players of the Belgian team.
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8. BOOK
We made a book with testimonies from foster children, parents, foster parents and also the
own children of foster parents. Because it isn’t easy to share toys, a room, parents,... with a
stranger. This stranger has also a say in things, asks a lot of attention en wants to be
comforted by the foster parents; the parents of the foster siblings. This is not self-evident.
And yet, the own children of a foster family are very important for the foster children. This is
the theme of the book. We have made one book as a prototype. We want to order more
books, because we would like to hand these out to candidate foster families. They can read it
with their children to get to know the life of a foster child and the difficult, but also beautiful
situations they bring with them. We have decided to make it in Dutch. If it is in English, we
don’t have much use for it. We didn’t order the books yet, so we don’t have an invoice yet.
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9. FILM
We made a short film about the unaccompanied minors in foster care. Filming took place on
October 29, 2016. Via social workers we invited foster children (unaccompanied minors) and
their foster parents who wanted to tell us something about their previous and current
situation. To hide their identity we painted their faces into something they liked. We showed
this film on every possible occasion. We need more foster parents for this specific group, so
that was an easy choice. We showed it on schools, on info evenings about foster care for
candidate foster parents, at meetings with other organizations and so on. We don’t have all
the attendance sheets, because it doesn’t work that way. It was often a gesture from other
that we could show the film.
We think foster care is often the best solution for those children who came to this country
without their parents. Because most
of the unaccompanied minors come
from a different culture than ours and
they have another religion, it is a little
difficult to find Belgian foster families.
The minors often go to family who
already lives here, but sometimes
they have no one. In search of more
candidate foster families we made
this film. It speaks to the heart and
we find the result magnificent.
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APPENDIX
In the appendix you will find all the extra information about the activities. Not all the activities
require an invitation (for example because we invited the participations through the social
workers who visit them at home) or an attendance sheet.
You can find the content of the appendix in other PDF-files:
-

-

Invitations
o Seminar about trauma: Care for traumatized children - Training for foster
parents
o Recreation therapy 1: Unaccompanied minor refugees - Language as a
picture
o Recreation therapy 2.1 and 2.2: A participation group for grandparents/foster
parents
o Exhibition
Attendance sheet
o Seminar about trauma: Care for traumatized children - Training for foster
parents
o Recreation therapy 1: Unaccompanied minor refugees - Language as a
picture
o Recreation therapy 2.1 and 2.2: A participation group for grandparents/foster
parents
o Recreation therapy 3: Foster Family Day
o Art Therapy
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