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Preface

Students in child and youth care programs and their instructors will 
welcome this introductory text. It should also prove useful for those 
supervising new or inexperienced child and youth care staff. The reason? It 
deals with many of the basic issues in the field from a realistic and practical 
point of view, without sacrificing the positive and hopeful (idealistic?) spirit 
of the profession.

Nowhere is this more evident than in the central concept of the major 
chapters—relationships. Although there has been much written and said 
about relationships being critical to all good child and youth care, and many 
other therapeutic approaches for that matter, precious little has been done 
to make the concept practicable. In this text, Burns tackles that problem 
head-on. Drawing on the work of recent writers, Burns’ major chapters 
deal with each of four levels of a relationship. And where many others have 
only romanticized about the top level (level 4), deep connectedness, Burns 
discusses exactly what it is, how to reach it, and how to make the most of it.

Burns takes the same refreshing, practical approach to another central issue 
in child and youth care—control. Where some recent authors have all but 
ignored the issue, and others have focused on the socio-political aspects of 
control (“oppression,” power differentials, etc.) to the exclusion of what this 
means in the day-to-day life of a child and youth care worker, Burns confronts 
it by putting it in its place. See levels 1 and 2 for how he does this.

Another issue in the field, often related to control, is that of behaviour 
modification. Again, others have railed against it as having no place in child 
and youth care, and others ignore it in spite of its pervasive use in many 
agencies, but Burns puts it in context. Going back to its origins as a positive 
teaching/learning tool, Burns extracts those elements that are helpful to 
both students/workers and children/youth and outlines how and when to 
use the relevant behavioural techniques.



Finally, Burns introduces in this book a concept that probably deserves 
greater attention in our field, that of balance or homeostasis. It is the 
idea that the general aim of interactions, interventions, and relationships 
themselves should be the restoration of the child’s/youth’s sense of 
balance. One advantage of this approach is that it takes the emphasis off 
concerns about pathology and previous problems or future (unrealistic?) 
expectations and puts it more on the realities of the child/youth in the 
here-and-now.

Although this text is meant as an introductory one, it contains a number 
of aids for further exploration and application. The appendix, for instance, 
provides additional details for those who want to pursue specific 
techniques. And for those wishing to follow up on the research and ideas 
supporting the text, there is a full list of references, from the earliest to the 
most current writings in the child and youth care and related fields.      

It comes as no surprise that a credible introduction to the field should 
come from Michael Burns, and that the focus should be on relationships, 
for many, the essence of the profession. He has already provided practical 
texts on three other fundamental aspects of the field—therapeutic 
activities (Time In), therapeutic milieu (Healing Spaces), and The Self in Child 
and Youth Care. A Question of Balance carries on the tradition … and with 
the same level of care for both partners in the therapeutic relationship, the 
child or youth and the child and youth care worker.

Dennis E. McDermott
Harrowsmith, Ontario, July, 2014



Introduction:  
A Question of Balance

Introduction 
This text, A Question of Balance: Behavioural Interventions for Relationship 
Development, is an attempt to provide students and novice workers 
in the field of child and youth care with simple, pragmatic, and timely 
interventions for developing therapeutic relationships with children/youth.
The various roles of the child and youth care professional/practitioner 
(CYCP) are ones of providing education, direction, support, resources, 
and mentorship. CYCPs are role models, reflectors, sounding boards, and 
advocates. Most of all, they are the adult in the child’s life who assists him/
her in finding balance and direction from within. 

Carl Jung (1969) spoke of an internal blueprint of the personality and, when 
an individual stays true to the Self, this blueprint emerges to guide him/
her through life. The CYCP provides a myriad of opportunities for the 
child/youth to discover and get in touch with this blueprint of the Self. To 
discover the Self and live a life of harmony, children/youth need to find 
balance in their lives and to be able to return to a state of balance after 
events that frighten, upset, or traumatize them. Children/youth in distress 
are constantly being knocked off their centre, propelled into hyper-arousal, 
or have their harmonies shattered by the events and the people in their 
lives. Child and youth care professionals/practitioners (CYCPs) find ways to 
assist children/youth to find their own personal point of balance and teach 
them to be able to regain equilibrium on their own.
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RANDOM ACTS OF KINDNESS: 
Demonstrating kindness, concern, appreciation, and acceptance to a Level 
One child/youth may at first be interpreted as manipulation on the part 
of the CYCP. However, over time and when consistently applied, this can 
become a very powerful and affirming intervention to move the child/youth 
into a Level Two relationship. Random acts of kindness do not require 
acknowledgement on the part of the child/youth or reciprocation. They 
are what Berne (1961) called “free strokes,” acts of kindness that require 
no reward; they are given to the child/youth as a statement of recognition 
that the child/youth has value, worth, and potential. They can be as simple 
as dropping off a magazine devoted to automobiles to a youth who “loves 
cars.” They could be making a cup of hot chocolate for a “chocolate lover” 
or leaving a baseball glove and ball behind for a youth who loves to play 
catch. CYCPs can have a considerable impact on a child/youth by simply 
being kind, considerate, and personal in his/her everyday actions.



Introduction 
This chapter provides the reader with the basic elements of a Level Three 
relationship and some general guidance on how to interact and relate with 
children/youth at this level. Its primary focus is life-space training for it is at 
this level of relating that children/youth are best able to learn and develop 
life-skills with the assistance of their CYCP. Life-space training addresses 
the basic skills all children/youth need to function adequately in their 
various life situations.

The life-space training does not follow any specific order and requires 
the CYCP to follow the lead of the child/youth as to which aspects will be 
addressed and in which order they will be learned. Also, children/youth 
come into therapeutic relationships with some life-skills fully developed, 
and they possess strengths and abilities in a variety of areas. However, 
life-skills are not innate and are usually learned from the adult caregivers 
and the society, culture, or sub-culture that the child/youth comes 
from. Sometimes the life-skills and techniques learned in this way are 
dysfunctional, poorly developed, or missing key elements.

Level Three relationships and Level Four relationships addressed in the 
following chapter are the ideal situations for children/youth to learn and 
master the skills, talents, and abilities they are lacking, with the assistance 
and guidance of their CYCP.
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Chapter Four:  
Mentoring Level Three Relationships



Reflective Exercise Three: Disconnection

a).  Recall and briefly list below, situations, circumstances, or events in your life 
when you felt connected to others around you (your peers, classmates,  
culture, friends, relatives, family), and then you became disconnected 
temporarily or permanently.

b).  Recall and randomly list any physical sensations, emotions, sounds, behaviours, 
sights, or thoughts that you experienced recalling feeling disconnected.

c).  Circle any of the derivatives of the word ALIEN that you have experienced.

DETACHED           BROKEN           SEPARATED           DIVORCED           REJECTED

DIVIDED           SEVERED           DUMPED           TERMINATED           CUT-OFF

ABANDONED           TOSSED ASIDE           DISENGAGED           ISOLATED 

d).  When you feel disconnected, what helps?



Only through relationships, real or 
imagined, past or present, near or 
far, do we come to know our qualities, 
potentials, vulnerabilities, and, ultimately 
our humanness and our morality.”

  — Gerry Fewster
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