
Caracare Group Work Report

Two Trees group run in Penrith by Jenny Pitty and Sarah Dillane from 
28/7/16 to 15/9/16.

The Participants
Five children took part of whom two were girls and three boys. Three of 
the children were siblings living in the same placement. Their ages were 
from six to ten years – one child of each age, neatly. They were referred 
by three OOHC agencies: Life Without Barriers, Lifestyle Solutions and 
Stretch-a-Family. All the children were identified by caseworkers as 
Anglo Australian, and one child self-identified as Aboriginal.
Care Status – in care to 18. 

The structure of the group
The overall structure of the group and rationale for that structure is found 
in McVeigh, M.J. (2006) “Two Trees. A Group Work Package for Children 
Living Away from Birth Family”. Sydney. Rosie’s Place. 
The group took place at Cara West, in Smith St, Penrith on Thursday 
afternoon. The program was planned over eight weeks: six after school 
sessions of children’s group and two three-hour sessions with carers. 
Unfortunately, after pre-group interviews had been completed with five 
children, the three siblings were withdrawn a couple of hours before the 
first session. After some work with the caseworker they were re-enrolled, 
but a week had been lost and it could not be replaced because the 
families had other commitments. Ability to attend the group was also 
impacted by sickness, so that each carer’s group lacked one carer, and 
one child missed the first children’s session. The information aspect of 
the carer’s group was made up over the phone. Of course, far too much 
happens the first time children come together for a group, for missing 
session one not to have a big impact on this child’s experience. This 
child was one of the two who had the most difficulty in the group and this 
may have been a contributing factor.

Children’s Group activities
The program of content that the group includes is found in the 
publication referred to above. The program includes suggested activities 
to address this content, plus worksheets and stories. 



The drama therapy exercise was perhaps the heart of the group: these 
children who are described as “non-compliant”, “won’t participate”, “has 
ADHD” relished pretending to be a seed and hiding “under the earth”, 
growing strong and tall as trees, and being showered and draped with 
pretend sun, rain and nurturance. Leading up to this was the “seed” 
painting exercise, which the children did as they took part in an animated 
conversation about plants, seeds and fruit. The metaphor of the growing 
tree was warmly accepted by the children. Part of what made that 
possible was the group agreement which all the children referred to 
repeatedly. Their “ownership” of the agreement seemed to rest largely 
on the inclusion of their pre-group suggestions.

Another conversation or rather brainstorm was around animals and what 
they need to grow strong. This came out of the children’s chat about 
pets.

Games were a very important part of the group, and apart from a few 
moments of reluctance or resistance, all the children suggested and led 
games, took part in them, and enthusiastically participated in processes 
to decide which of the many suggested games to play. The fact that the 
facilitators played the games as well, following the children’s 
instructions, was treasured by the children. 

Each group session finished with awards. After initial reluctance to have 
anything to do with awards and the children’s surprise that they were the 
ones who nominated for awards, the children embraced awards 
wholeheartedly. They came together even when they had retired from 
earlier activities or were impatient and overactive.

In general, we found with this group that the activities needed to come 
off paper and into action, sensory process, larger scale and varied pace.
The story was rewritten in big format on the wall as a comic strip, and 
the children were enchanted with the metaphor/story. We also used the 
wall as a public noticeboard for the group worksheet newspaper articles 
about “Hero in our town”. The “Forest of Today” became a sculpture 
activity, which was more difficult than we had planned as the clay for the 
base was a bit hard. All the children took that on as a challenge and 
found ways to work the clay. Three of them continued the sculpture by 
choosing from a basket of twigs and sprigs to make the forest.

Another activity that engaged all the group participants, and drew on all 
the skills they had practised in the group about respecting each other 



and finding ways to work through problems, was decorating for the final 
celebration with carers. This led to them wanting to add a performance 
of their own devising to the repeat of the “growing” drama. The children 
very quickly and efficiently pulled together a short routine which they 
proudly performed as a team for carers and siblings attending the final 
celebration.

Children’s group process
There was an interesting moment at the beginning of the first group as 
the first arriving participant asked who else was coming and quickly 
surmised that they went to the same school. This immediately brought to 
the fore a lot of the issues that Two Trees exists to address, and we 
were curious to see how these issues would play out in the group. As it 
was the children were bold, honest and open with each other and quickly 
progressed to making the most of the fact that they had even more in 
common than being in care. This event led to plenty of discussion about 
how to deal with schools and what people may think of you. Being in 
care, age at removal, length of time with birth family and in care, history 
with FaCS, different placements, different caseworkers, were all 
discussed, along with the theory and practice of why when and how to 
call people mum and dad.

Conversations in the group explored stories of removal and gave older 
and younger siblings a chance to compare their memories. Reasons for 
removal were also discussed, with a wide range of responses to that 
discussion. Talking about birth family was very hard for some children 
and at this point they withdrew their participation. There were many 
chances for them to engage to the extent that they wished to in thinking 
about this, and over the life of the group, all the children made 
statements that showed they had been thinking about birth family. For 
some children it was a chance to talk and think about how very complex 
their family tree was. In discussion about family, one child referred to 
their own father saying “the dad is out of the picture” - a sharp reminder 
to us of how professional language can affect children’s closest identity 
concepts.

All the children were very interested in the idea of genetic inheritance. 
They took this up at their own developmental level and tried out what it 
might mean for them. They also showed in their work that they 
appreciated being given the opportunity to treasure all their connections 
with people. There were a number of conversations about the 
differences between families, each of the children having a lot of 



experience to call on, and enjoying being able to compare notes.
There was an age range from 6 to 10 in the group and the six year old 
was a young six, but the 7 year old was an old seven. This meant there 
were times when the 6 year old’s age-appropriate behaviour was 
isolating in the group. This child had an older sibling in the group with 
some residual need to care for and control the 6 year old and the group 
was a good chance for that need to be lessened. On top of that, though, 
the 6 year old also isolated themself and it was a continual concern of 
the facilitators to make sure he was being included as much as he 
wished. While all the children had had more than one placement, this 
child was alone in having no memory of their birth family and this made it 
hard for him to do some exercises.

Because three of five children attending the group were siblings, there 
was always the possibility that the other two would be excluded. Actually, 
they excluded themselves when the content of the group moved on from 
creating safety and building resilience to the more difficult subject matter. 
At first we interpreted this as a useful relationship building between them 
and an appropriate safety-seeking response, but it soon became 
apparent that they had hidden themselves to seek comfort in over-
intimate and possibly sexualised play. This was addressed with them 
and with the carers, as was their reactions to having safety-for-all firmly 
upheld.

There was a great deal of empathy and kindness in the group. The 
children clearly added to their own skills in this area by copying the way 
the facilitators treated each one. This was particularly noticeable in the 
award giving where they crowded to give good feedback to each other.

Carers groups
The funding for the group was on the basis that the carers’ component 
was condensed - two long sessions rather than concurrent sessions.
As mentioned above, there were also carers missing at each session 
because of illness. In addition, because of the events on the first day, 
there were four children present during the first session (in another room 
mostly). Thus the sessions were condensed and disrupted and didn’t 
have everyone there, so the aim of nurturing a supportive network for 
carers was not met. However, the sessions were in themselves very 
supportive with carers reaching out to each other with empathy and 
understanding. There did not need to be a lot of structure as sessions 
were conversational and flowed easily. For carers, participating in art 



activities, similar to those the children were doing, met with reluctance, 
but was found to be enjoyable and to open up other areas for talk.

Sessions covered a lot of topics, with input from carers and facilitators 
fairly equal. Both facilitators were surprised by some of the carers’ 
questions, as we would have expected them to be part of basic foster-
care training. This meant there was so much to do and to cover in the 
first session that nothing seemed to be fully explored.

The feedback from carers was that their group was highly valued, 
welcoming, fun and useful. The feedback they gave about the children’s 
group included “She wants to come again!”
“Loves it looks forward to coming”
“Yes, had fun, always lots of stories to tell of what they did”
“Realises there are others in same situation”
“Gives us an opportunity to have exciting discussions”

Discussion
This group was exciting and challenging for all of us. The chief 
contributing challenge was the loss of a week. We strongly felt that the 
group was too short considering the issues it raised. Most, if not all, the 
children struggled to approach the vast subject of removals and birth 
family in the time available. Facilitators felt that the group did not give 
them a chance to pace themselves and (as the group program is 
designed) build up slowly in resilience and preparedness.

If we were to run the group again we would do almost everything the 
same, given the needs to the participants, as it strongly holds and allows 
the children’s experience. In addition we would make the referral 
process more rigorous, so that attendance could have a better chance of 
being complete, and children’s readiness to be in a group more carefully 
assessed. Facilitators would put some of the content of the first carers’ 
group into handout form. We would find a way to tailor the content so 
that more than two families can be included in the exercises. We would 
start the group with a resource of activities that engage a variety of 
children’s learning styles, to replace worksheets, already developed from 
the pre-group interviews. 


