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This document has been compiled at the request of the chairperson of the National Group set up to draw up guidelines for the Assessment of Need Officers. The remit given to us is to outline:

1. Role of Social Worker in the Assessment of Need of children aged 0-5 years

2. Guidelines on when a Social Work assesment should be requested

3. Typical approaches used by Social Workers

4. What a typical Social Work Assessment report contains

1.
Role of Social Worker in the Assessment of Need of children aged 0-5 years:

In broad terms the Social Work Role is to assess, to support and to empower the child's family so that they have the understanding, the resources and the initiative to maximise their child's growth and development. 

This is a recognition that each child has his/ her own developmental abilities, functional skills, learning style and type of disability or risk condition. However, young children are part of a family with it's own needs, resources, priorities and concerns. Focusing  on this family  perspective is integral to social work in disability services. While other professionals take into account the impact of family and community influences on their work it is not  their primary focus to integrate individuals (children in the case of early intervention services) with their family and community networks.

Social Work Assessment

The assessment is family focused and involves learning about the family's daily routines, interactions and current issues. This is acomplished through face to face interview with the child's caregivers. This assesment interview is carried out primarily in accordance with the family's agenda and needs. Social workers use a variety of techniques and skills, with an interviewing  style of  open ended questions to elicit information about the family’s ecological framework, their child's strengths, the impact of the child's condition on family members, the family’s concerns about their child and  the resources they have and those they will need.

Within the context of the assessment interview the Social Worker begins their next role which is to provide support. This includes identifying positive family strengths and  giving positive verbal feedback to the family.  It also involves helping the family to identify  potential resources and making referrals where necesary. 

This in turn begins the process of  family motivation and empowerment which focuses on helping families take charge of their own lives with respect to their child with a disability. 

Drawing on the familiy’s perspective the Social Worker will work with the family to identify ways for the family to build on it's current strengths.

Successful assessment provides the Social Worker with an accurate overview of the family’s issues from the family’s perspective. It identifies current stresses and coping patterns and looks to future planning as a resourse tool for the family. This information can then be passed onto the multi disciplinary team.

2.
Guidelines of when to seek a Social Work Assessment.
We would strongly recommend that the Assment Officer should request  a Social Work Assessment when one or more of the characteristics listed below are present. This is not an exhaustive list and should be used as a guide only.

Child’s Characteristics

· Long neonatal intensive care unit stay

· High risk of mortatlity

· Death of a child

· Still on oxygen, feeding tube etc.

· Higher stress with some diagnoses

· Chronic illness

· Behavioural challenges eg. Physical aggression, self harming, sleepdisturbance, requiring constant supervision for safety

· Autistic behaviours

Family Characteristics

· Lone parent with limited family support

· Grandparents providing care

· Parent(s) with disability

· Negative attitude to disability

· Parental fear for having caused the disability

· Social isolation

· Lack of time for spouse -  partner

· Lack of individual time for siblings

· Mental health issues

· Addiction

· Parent overwhelmed/in denial of diagnosis

· Serious medical issues

· Domestic violence

· History of non attendance at appointments

· Immigrant family with limited support

· Separation/divorce

· Death of a significant person

Environmental Issues

· Financial difficulties

· Inadequate housing or homelessness

· Lack of transportation

· Stressful neighbourhood

· Loss of employment

· Out of home placement for children

3.
Typical approaches used

Social Work, as a profession, has a distinct and strong theoretical and practice base. 

In carrying out a typical Social Work Needs Assessment the following approaches are the principal ones that would be used:

· Systems approach

· Constructive problem solving 

· Genograms

· Broad set of interviewing skills eg., motivational interviewing etc

· Personal construct building approach

The theory and approach used will vary with each referral and will depend on the information supplied and the professional judgements made during the assessment interview.

4.
A Typical Social Work Assessment  report should include: 

1. Details of family composition including significant others

2. Family profile

3. The level and nature of the disability – relating to high dependancy needs, behaviour that challenges.

4. Evaluation of caregiver stressors and their adaptive coping to changing circumstances – in such areas as emotional adjustment to their child's disability, attachment issues, belief system, increased parenting demands, balancing family needs, parental health concerns (physical & mental) .  To also include evaluation of stressors such as – eg. increased financial stress, isolation, immigrant parents/cultural issues, competing needs of sibling and extended family, housing and environment. This should include an account of family strenghths.

5. Evaluation and identification of Family strengths where possible

6. Assess Support networks, informal, formal ( support groups) and community   supports.

7. Risk identification and evaluation

8. Recommendations
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