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“Common sense and education are highly 
compatible; in fact, neither is worth much 
without the other.”  

 (Donald G. Smith) 
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ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis reports on a study of the adequacy and appropriateness of current 

education and training for foster carers.  The study utilised a multi-method 

research design to collect, collate and analyse data from foster carers, social 

science experts and ‘other key informants’. 

 
The research first identified the existing educational attainment levels of foster 

carers in the Mackay Whitsunday region of North Queensland and the extent of 

foster carer training undertaken by them.  The study then explored the barriers 

and incentives to foster carers’ attendance at training, and foster carers’ own 

perceptions of their learning needs and preferred modes of foster carer training 

delivery.  Areas in which foster carers seek to be better supported while 

fulfilling their fostering role were also identified. 

 
Having examined the adequacy of current education and training, the views of 

all participants were then sought regarding ideal foster carer training 

qualification levels and content areas that would best assist carers to provide 

high standards of good quality care to children placed in foster care.   

 

Several major findings emerged during the course of data analysis relating to 

foster carers’ recognition of their need for accredited training, trends towards 

the professionalisation of foster care with commensurate payment for 

undertaking this work. 

 
Indigenous and Australian South Sea Islander foster carers’ views were also 

taken into consideration and their unique cultural perspectives, in regard to the 

topic of this research, are reported in this thesis.  One of the main findings in 

relation to Indigenous foster carers is their desire for improved working 

relationships with Department of Child Safety officers. 

 
In conclusion, recommendations are made to the Department of Child Safety 

based on the findings of this research, for areas in which improvements should 

be made to Departmental policy and practice concerning foster carer training, 

accreditation, professionalism, payment and support. 

 x



TABLE OF CONTENTS            Page 
 
 
TITLE PAGE          i 
STATEMENT OF ACCESS       iii 
STATEMENT ON SOURCES       iv 
STATEMENT ON THE CONTRIBUTION OF OTHERS   v 
DECLARATION ON ETHICS       vi 
ELECTRONIC COPY        vii 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS        viii 
ABSTRACT          x 
TABLE OF CONTENTS        xi 
LIST OF TABLES         xiv 
PROLOGUE          xvi 
 
Chapter 1  - CONTEMPORARY CONTEXT OF FOSTER CARE     1 
 1.1  Aims of this Study          4 
 1.2 Impetus for this Research – Including Self Reflections     6
 1.3 Disclosure of Significant Influences       8
 1.4 Thesis Overview          9 
 
 
Chapter 2  - REVIEW OF LITERATURE AND RESEARCH    12 
 
 2.1 - Historical Overview of Foster Care in Queensland   15 
 2.2 - Education and Training of Foster Carers     19 
 2.3 - General Foster Carer Literature with Training noted as 
         one among many recommendations     20 
 2.4 - Literature Focusing on Generic Education and Training 
         of Foster Carers        29 
 2.5 - Literature Focusing on the Specialised Training of 
         Foster Carers         36 
 2.6 - Professionalism        39 
 2.7 - Conclusion         45 
 
 
Chapter 3  - THEORY AND METHODOLOGY      46 
 
 3.1 - Methodological Rationale       46 
 3.2 - Underpinning Theoretical Positions      48 
 3.3 - Research Methods and Process      56 
 3.4 - Authenticity and Validity       66 
 3.5 - External Validity        67 
 3.6 - Limitations to the Research       68 

 xi



 3.7 - Ethical Considerations       70 
 3.8 - Conclusion         72 
 
Chapter 4  - THE CHANGING NATURE OF FOSTER CARE   73 
 
 4.1 - Setting the Scene        74 
 4.2 - The Foster Carers        76 
 4.3 - Relative Foster Carers       91 
 4.4 - Indigenous & Australian South Sea Islander Foster  
         Carers          98 
 4.5 - Support         104 
 4.6 - Conclusion        109 
 
 
Chapter 5  - FOSTER CARERS’ VIEWS ON TRAINING    112 
 
 5.1 - The Statement of Commitment     118 
 5.2 - Foster Carers’ Views on Training     124 
 5.3 - Indigenous Foster Carers      130 
 5.4 - Topics for Foster Carer Training     133 
 5.5 - Relative Foster Carers Training Data    150 
 5.6 - Accreditation of Foster Carer Training    155 
 5.7 - Professionalisation of Foster Care     161 
 5.8 - Conclusion        170 
 
 
Chapter 6 - THE VIEWS OF OTHER KEY INFORMANTS   173 
 
 6.1 - Foster Carers and Training      176 
 6.2 - Accreditation of Foster Carer Training    191 
 6.3 - Foster Carers as Volunteers      199 
 6.4 - The Professionalisation of Foster Care    203 
 6.5 - Payment for Skills       207 
 6.6 - Indigenous and Australian South Sea Islander 
          Perspectives        213 
 6.7 - Support         218 
 6.8 - Conclusion        224 
 
 
Chapter 7 - DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS   227 
 
 7.1 - The Current Queensland Context     228 
 7.2 - Foster Carer Training       229 
 7.3 - Views on Training       253 
 7.4 - Payment as a Support to Attend Training    260 
 7.5 - Training Topics       261 
 7.6 - Barriers & Incentives to Foster Carers Attending 
         Training         263 
 7.7 - Support for Foster Carers      265 
 7.8 - Volunteerism and Professionalism in Foster Care  267 

 xii



 7.9 - Love and Professionalism      270 
 7.10 - Conclusion        279 
 
Chapter 8  - CONCLUSION       280 
 
 8.1 - Research Aims Revisited      282 
 8.2 - Areas for Future Research      285 
 8.3 - Implications of Research for Undergraduate Social 
         Worker Training       287 
 8.4 - Conclusion        284 
 
 
GLOSSARY OF TERMS        290 
 
REFERENCES         292 
 
APPENDICES: 
 
Appendix ‘A’ - Map of Mackay Whitsunday  Region of North Q’ld  313 
 
Appendix ‘B’ - Foster Carer Interview Schedules    314 
 
Appendix ‘C’ - Letter to Foster Carers      327 
 
Appendix ‘D’ - Sample of Core Questions asked of ‘Other Key  
     Informants’        328 
 
Appendix ‘E’ - Letter of Support from Alternative Placement 
   Support Service (now Pathways)     334 
 
Appendix ‘F’ - Letter of Support from Mackay Aboriginal and Torres 
   Strait Islander Shared Care Agency    335 
 
Appendix ‘G’ - Letter of Support from the Department of Families  336 
 
Appendix ‘H’ - Informed Consent Form for Foster Carers   337 
 
Appendix ‘I’ - Informed Consent Form for ‘Other Key Informants’  338 
 
Appendix ‘J’ - Information Sheet to Foster Carers    339 
 
Appendix ‘K’ - Information Sheet for ‘Other Key Informants’   341 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 xiii



LIST OF TABLES                        Page 
 
Table 3.1 Foster Carer Characteristics by Geography, Gender    

and Ethnicity        60 
 
Table 4.1   Marital Status of All Foster Carers    77 
 
Table 4.2   Foster Carer Demographics     78  
 
Table 4.3   Motivations for Fostering      79 
 
Table 4.4   Employment & Relationship Status of Foster Carers  81 
 
Table 4.5  Employment Status of Carers’ Partners    82 
 
Table 4.6  Households with no Waged Income    83  
 
Table 4.7 Annual Income Levels for all Foster Carer Households 84 
 
Table 4.8 Education and Training Completed    88 
 
Table 4.9   Attitudes towards school      90 
 
Table 4.10 Age, Marital & Employment Status and Household  

Incomes of Relative Carers     91 
 
Table 4.11  Support for Foster Carers      106 
 
Table 5.0  Foster Carers’ Training Records     116 
 
Table 5.1 City & Country Foster Carers’ Training Records   116 
 
Table 5.2   Responses to Statement of Commitment   119 
 
Table 5.3   Foster Carers’ Need for Training     127 
 
Table 5.4  Training - Gender Cross Tabulation    128 
 
Table 5.5   Non-Indigenous Foster Carer Training Topics   134 
 
Table 5.6  Indigenous Foster Carer Training Topics    136 
 
Table 5.7  Preferred Modes of Training     139  
 
Table 5.8  Foster Carer’s Computer Access and Literacy   140  
 
Table 5.9  Preferences for Frequency of Attendance at Foster  

Carer Training       141 
 
Table 5.10  Incentives and Barriers to Training    143 

 xiv



 
Table 5.11  Payment for Training      148 
 
Table 5.12   Ratings of Professionalism      164 
 
Table 5.13  All Foster Carer’s Attitudes to Professionalism   166 
 
Table 5.14  All Female Carer’s Attitudes to Professionalism   167 
 
Table 5.15  Indigenous Female Foster Carer’s Attitudes to 

Professionalism       168 
 
Table 6.0   Other Key Informants Interviewed     174 
 
Table 6.1  Essential & Ideal Attributes of Foster Carers   188 
 
Table 6.2 Other Key Informants identify supports for Foster  

Carers        219 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 xv



PROLOGUE 
 
As with the undertaking of any large project which tends to take on a life of its 

own (or take over one’s life) this doctoral research has not been different in this 

regard.  The writing of this thesis has presented some unique challenges given 

the current rapid rate of change within the child protection system in 

Queensland, particularly over the past twelve months.  At times it has seemed 

as though the thesis’ socio-political context had a foundation built on ‘shifting 

sands’.   

 

From the commencement of this research and over the past four years in 

Queensland the Department with responsibility for the care and protection of 

children has been renamed four times and by the time this thesis is complete 

there will be yet another with the previous Queensland Department of Families 

(QDoF) effectively being split into two separate Government Departments with 

one, the Department of Child Safety, taking carriage of child protection matters 

and the other, the Department of Communities, taking responsibility for 

community funding and resourcing of prevention and early intervention 

services relating to child, families, youth justice and the broader community.  

Additionally, at the commencement of this study, front line child protection 

workers in Queensland were known as Family Service Officers (FSO) 

however, towards the finalisation of this thesis their positions have been 

renamed Child Safety Officers (CSO).   

 

To ensure that this thesis is as current and accurate as possible the correct 

Departmental names and staff position titles have been used as accurately as 

possible within the respective timeframes of their existence.   

 

Another deliberate and notable feature of this thesis is wherever Indigenous 

people are referred to the word ‘Indigenous’ begins with a capital letter, in 

doing so this is the accepted way of indicating a mark of respect for Indigenous 

Australian people and should not be confused as a grammatical error. 
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In conclusion, my hope is that this research will form another stepping stone in 

the development of social welfare knowledge in striving to improve the quality 

of care and the lives of children in foster care. 
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