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Supporting the religious and spiritual needs of looked-after
and accommodated children in Scotland

The right to follow religious and spiritual beliefs

Care Commission Officer

Spirituality is concerned with the inner self and has been described as the
‘unification between Self and Other’ (Hyde, 2008, p.44) which, in the Abrahamic
traditions, is concerned with a right relationship with God. A secular definition
of spirituality refers to ‘a person’s non-physical being, composed of their
character and emotions’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 2008). This has been
described as ‘coming from our deepest humanity’ (Crompton, 2001, p.6).

Introduction

Notwithstanding the antipathy already described, the foundation values of
care regulation include:

Chris Barratt

This paper examines the importance of the right of looked-after and
accommodated children in Scotland to follow their personal, cultural, religious
and spiritual beliefs. This is a broad canvas which I will approach from the
perspective of religious and spiritual needs. As will be seen, these are inextricable
from personal and cultural beliefs. In this paper, the terms 'young person' and
'child' are used interchangeably to include both children and young people.
Also, I would like to stress that the paper represents my personal reflections
and does not represent the views of the Care Commission in Scotland.

The right of service users to freedom of movement and expression,
human rights, cultural, racial and spiritual identity (TOPSS, 2008, p.51).
These are fundamental rights which weave through the various layers of human
rights legislation and guidance. This can be seen from the following table:
Table One: The right to follow personal, cultural, religious and spiritual beliefs
Source

Antipathy towards religious belief
The right of children to follow their own religious and spiritual beliefs
appears deceptively straightforward but, despite its legal support, this right
does not appear to be universally valued. The antipathy of some toward the
right of children to pursue their religion is highlighted by recent newspaper
correspondence with one writer (McBay, 2008) complaining of religious
believers being ‘graced with privileged treatment’, another referring to the
right of a child not to be

Articles 20 and 27 of UN
Convention on the Rights of the
Child, 1989

…educated, conditioned or indoctrinated… to believe in religions that
cannot be proved to be factual or representing the truth
(Carson, 2008).
Despite such sentiments, 67 per cent of Scottish people claim a religion (Scottish
Executive, 2005a). Sixty-five per cent identify themselves as Christian although
only 11.2 per cent of Scots attend church on an average Sunday (Christian
Research/ Church of Scotland, 2003). The second largest religious group is
Muslim, representing fewer than one per cent of those claiming a religion.
Apparently, even among non-adherents, religion is valued in some way by a
sizable majority; however, the spirituality of the significant minority who claim
no religion should not be ignored.
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Children (Scotland) Act 1995 S17
[4]c
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Value Statement
A child temporarily or permanently
deprived of his or her family
environment, or in whose own best
interests cannot be allowed to remain
in that environment, shall be entitled
to special protection and assistance
provided by the state…due regard
shall be paid to the desirability of
continuity in a child’s upbringing and
to the child’s ethnic, religious, cultural
and linguistic background.
States parties recognise the right of
every child to a standard of living
adequate for the child’s physical,
mental, spiritual, moral and social
development.
In making any such decision a local
authority shall have regard so far as
practicable to the child’s religious
persuasion, racial origin and cultural
and linguistic background.
39

Scottish Journal of Residential Child Care

Source

Scottish Journal of Residential Child Care

Value Statement

Regulation of Care (Scotland)
Act 2001 S1[2][c]

The Commission shall, in the exercise
of its functions, act in a manner which
encourages equal opportunities and in
particular the observance of the equal
opportunities requirements.

S59[4] – General principle:

Diversity in the provision of care
services is to be promoted with a view
to persons being afforded choice.

Underlying principles of
National Care Standards:
Equality and Diversity
Code of Practice for Social
Service Workers 1.6

Your right to be valued for your
ethnic background, language, culture
and faith.
Treating each person as an individual
including respecting diversity and
different cultures and values.

(United Nations, 1989; Scottish Executive, 2005b; Scottish Social Services
Council, 2002)
Considering these measures, surprisingly little attention is given to religious
and spiritual needs in the personal plans of looked-after children. Although
looked-after children’s paperwork includes provision for addressing these
rights, it is frequently not completed (Berridge and Brodie, 1998; Barn et al.,
1997; Crimmens and Milligan, 2005), even for unaccompanied asylum-seeking
children, whose ethnic origin was frequently recorded as ‘other’ (Wade et al.,
2005). Research also confirms that children, including those with no religious
background, have the capacity for a ‘rich spiritual dimension’ in their lives (Hyde,
2008, p.20; Walker, 2005). Hence it is clear that this area needs to be addressed.
Religious sectarianism
Negative views of religion derive, in part, from Scotland’s sectarian history. I
was confronted with this when I arrived in Scotland in 1982. I was unaware that
melodic flute music played by one group might be experienced as provocative
by others! Soon after this, a colleague from another residential setting told me
of a staff member refusing to support the church attendance of a child of
another Christian denomination.
As a care regulator, I still encounter sectarian sensitivities, for example, the
young person who wanted me to support their right to display paramilitary
regalia in their room. We need to be clear about what constitutes valid
40
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expression of religious and cultural identity and what is unacceptable. In this
instance it became clear that the issue was not concerned with spirituality but
deeply-rooted sectarian beliefs. For the young person, this was an important
aspect of their cultural identity. Sectarianism still plays a part in the lives of
many people in Scotland (O’Loan et al., 2005; Scottish Executive, 2005a). As
in Northern Ireland, many of Scotland’s children and young people’s religious
and cultural identities are ‘interwoven into the sectarian and political context’
(Kelly and Sinclair, 2005, p. 331). Against this backcloth, workers may feel
averse to addressing religion, much like colleagues in Northern Ireland.
Scotland’s changing culture
Many Scots have grown up with this sectarian backcloth but we are now a
multi-cultural society. We face new challenges, including the arrival of asylum
seekers and migrants from the EU accession states. Between 1991 and 2001,
the size of the ethnic minority population in Scotland rose by 62.3 per cent
while the overall population increased by only 1.3 per cent (Care Commission,
2008). Table Two shows the number of looked-after children from ethnic
minority backgrounds.
Table Two: Number of looked-after children in Scotland 2000-2007 by ethnicity
Ethnicity

Children looked after on 31 March...
2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

White
11,047 11,163 11,436 10,153 10,769 11,795
85
100
114
95
122
137
Mixed Ethnicity
Black, Black
Scottish or
19
21
24
31
41
74
Black British
Asian, Asian
Scottish or
Asian British
Other Ethnic
Background
Not disclosed/
not known
Total

Percentage of

2007 total

84
1
1

47

51

43

40

49

48

0

44

52

57

32

30

44

0

1,834

1,971

1,962

14

11,241 11,388 11,675 12,185 12,982 14,060

100

Notes: Table excludes children who are on a planned series of short term placements prior to 2007
Table includes estimates wherever local authorities were not able to provide information. Figures for
2006 are revised. In years 2002 - 2004 children with unreported ethnic origin were allocated to an
ethnic group rather than being presented as 'unknown'. For this reason, totals may not exactly equal
the sum of their parts, due to rounding.

(Scottish Government, 2007a)
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The trend is slowly upward for those of mixed ethnicity and Black, Black
Scottish or Black British ethnicity, and commentators suggest that this will
continue (Crimmens and Milligan, 2005) as part of an evolutionary process
(Allain, 2007). Additionally, migration from the EU accession countries has
been accompanied by an increase in practicing Roman Catholics (Scottish
Government 2007b). Meanwhile, the focus of discrimination is thought to
be shifting from Catholic-Protestant sectarianism to Islamaphobia, refugees
and asylum seekers (Rose, 2008). Discrimination is claimed by some to be
‘less about skin colour and more about creed’ (Ross, 2008, p. 14). Notably,
the youngest recorded age-profile for any religious group in Scotland is for
Muslims with 31 per cent aged under 16 years, contributing to fears of the
radicalisation of young Scots-Muslims (Davis, 2008; Howie, 2008). Against this
complex backcloth, various factors, including misplaced political correctness,
result in practitioners feeling de-skilled where religion, spirituality and culture
is concerned, as evidenced in the following statement:
Why are we all so hesitant, wary, cagey and downright scared about
issues of ‘race and culture? What is it about these subjects that have the
capacity to freeze us, leave us tongue-tied and afraid of saying or doing
the wrong thing?
(Walker, 2005, p. 2).
Examination of personal plans often reveals poor consideration of cultural,
religious and spiritual aspects, leading to an inference that few white Scottish
children have needs concerning cultural, religious or spiritual identity. It might
then be expected that staff would be more attentive to those from other ethnic
backgrounds (Barn et al., 1997). However, a small survey in respect of the
National Care Standards (Stevens and Boyce, 2006) identified staff ignorance
of the faith-needs of a Muslim respondent. This led to reactive practice which
was, in itself, potentially discriminatory.
Maintaining contact with members of young people’s own faith will be
important. Interestingly, the National Care Standards for care homes for
children and young people omit the standard concerning the cultural and
religious background of staff which is included in the National Care Standards
for older people (Scottish Executive, 2005c). Perhaps this is a reflection of the
similarly low numbers of ethnic minority staff in Scotland. This is demonstrated
in Table Three.

Table Three: Ethnicity of residential child care staff in Scotland
Ethnicity
White British
Any other mixed background
Any other Asian
Any other Black
Any other ethnic group
Any other White
Asian or Asian British Indian
Black African
Black or Black British African
Mixed White and Asian
White Irish
Not Answered
Total

%
57.55%
0.11%
0.21%
0.05%
0.11%
0.96%
0.05%
0.11%
0.16%
0.05%
0.64%
40.00%
100.00%

(Scottish Social Services Council, 2008a).
It is also interesting to note that only 13 per cent of residential child care
services employed any migrant workers. Given that there has been a recent
growth in the number of migrant workers coming to Scotland, this low number
is surprising and clearly represents another challenge for providers (Scottish
Social Services Council, 2008b).
Supporting the spiritual needs of looked-after children
Even when young people have no religious interest, they are nevertheless
spiritual beings whose right to healthy spiritual development is potentially
empowering (Hyde, 2008). Residential staff are surprisingly reticent about
aspects of their own spirituality, as can be seen in the following table:
Table Four: Religious affiliation of residential care staff in Scotland
Religion
Not Answered
Buddhist
Christian
Roman Catholic
Muslim
Sikh
Total

%
63.56%
0.16%
34.64%
1.54%
0.05%
0.05%
100.00%

(Scottish Social Services Council, 2008a).
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Spirituality is about finding meaning and purpose (Walker, 2005). Ignoring or
repressing it may dis-empower children and young people and contribute to
emotional and mental health problems (Crompton, 2001; Walker, 2005; Hyde,
2008). A 21 year-old woman described this graphically:

Focus
Children with learning disabilities:
• Spiritual Rights
• Experiences of wonder and joy
• Experiences of loss and pain
• Memories of childhood
• Experiences of religion

The years from 8-11 I remember as pretty agonising. I was afraid of death, and of
life for that matter, and subject to severe panic attacks which nobody seemed to notice.
I couldn’t explain them at that age of course, but looking back I don’t really think
they were caused by any mental instability but simply by my having reached a religious
crisis at a ridiculously early age and being quite unable to cope with it

Children who have committed offences
• The concept of evil in relation to children
• Approaches to punishment
• Nurturing spiritual well-being

(Crompton, M., 2001, p. 21).
Crompton (2001) identifies a range of considerations in promoting children’s
spiritual well-being. Some of these are outlined in Table Five.
Table Five: The spiritual needs of looked-after and accommodated children
Focus
Communication
In relation to spirituality/religion: may
(including use of story-telling) help address misunderstandings; exploring
the nature of the deity; exploring concepts
of heaven, hell and life after death.
Nurturing spiritual well-being Children who have been abused or
in practice
neglected
• Impairment of spiritual well-being
• Abuse associated with religious beliefs and
observances
• Abuse within the context of a religious
organisation or associated care
establishment
Children living away from birth parents:
• Observing religious fasts and celebrating
festivals
• Religious observances and spiritual wellbeing in everyday life
• Rites of passage
Children who are bereaved, seriously ill
or dying:
• Bereavement
• Talking about death
• Abortion
• Suicide
• Serious illness and death
44
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I believe that support of young people’s religious and spiritual needs should
include most of the above, whether or not in the context of organised religion.
I sometimes see evidence of this being suitably recognised in group settings.
For example, at a residential school’s Open Day I attended, input from the
school chaplain gave appropriate recognition to pupils’ spiritual well-being and
development in the context of moving on and making a new start. Personal
plans, however, are often confined to whether or not a young person is a
church-goer, only occasionally giving any more consideration to their spiritual
development, perhaps in relation to issues of grief.
I have sometimes examined personal plans which have addressed culture
through consideration of a young person’s support for a football team; this has
included appropriate consideration of sectarianism and prejudice identifying
both the acceptable expression of the young person’s cultural background (for
example, decorating personal space with team colours) and the unacceptable
(for example, wearing team strips in situations where this would be considered
provocative). Other personal plans have considered culture from the perspective
of musical taste but that can have negative overtones also. An example might
be emphasising the need to avoid playing or singing The Sash, rather than
considering the recreational and therapeutic benefits of expressing or finding
oneself through music.
Developing a culturally competent model of care
The sectarian heritage of many Scots coupled with the country’s rapidly changing
demography highlights the importance of addressing children’s cultural, spiritual
and religious needs in supporting the development of a positive identity. There
is a growing need for professionals to become ‘culturally competent’ (Allain,
2007, p. 132). Walker (2005) described this as:
Volume 8 No 1 February/March 2009
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a set of knowledge-based and inter-personal skills that allow individuals to
understand, appreciate and work with families of cultures other than their
own
(Walker, 2005, p. 24).
Allain argues (2007) that the concept of ‘cultural competence’ should be
linked with ‘cultural sensibility’ defined as:
not of acquiring expertise about others, but of recognising that we need to
be aware of our perspectives and how they affect our ability to be open to
other perspectives (Author’s emphasis)
(Allain, 2007, p. 132).

This model has much to offer in our understanding of children’s religious and
spiritual needs and in helping us to address them. It has the potential to move
staff on from being unsure and overly cautious in their approach, equipping
them to address these important needs more effectively. Culturally competent
care increases professional confidence around inclusive practice and should help
staff to recognise the importance of spiritual development for all looked-after
children, irrespective of ethnicity. This is illustrated in the instance where a
visitor to a secure unit commented:
I have encountered young people who feel that they are in some way controlled by evil.
That what they have done is the result of this evil and that therefore there is nothing
they can do to stop themselves. Others have talked of associating with people who
have some sort of power over them, and they have experienced this as demonic power
(Crompton, 2001, p. 95).

The main components for culturally competent care are shown in the following
diagram:
Awareness and
acceptance of
cultural
differences
Capacity for
cultural selfawareness

Developing
basic
knowledge
about the
service user's
family culture

Understanding
the dynamics of
difference

Culturally
Competent
Care
(CCC)

Adapting
practice skills
to the cultural
context of
the child and
family

(Adapted from Kim (1995) in Walker 2005, p. 25).
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Culturally competent staff may feel more confident to address such views.
By adopting culturally competent care, they will be more able to interpret
these views in their proper context based on sound understanding of spiritual
development and well-developed self-awareness (Allain, 2007).
In my experience as a regulator, residential child care still has some way to go
in developing such cultural competence. Failure to understand religious and
spiritual needs and differences can lead to institutional religious intolerance
and the nullification of the importance of spirituality. Professionals, including
residential and regulatory staff, need to be in touch with their own spirituality
and to understand it as an essential element of human growth and development.
This should at the very least include insight concerning the experiences and
influences that have informed our own values and beliefs and how they affect
our individual aspirations and ideas about our own spirituality. It may also
include what helps us to feel at ease with ourselves and contributes to our sense
of spiritual wholeness and worth.
I have seldom seen personal plans that have recognised the full potential of
spiritual models for exploring, for example, issues of loss, resentment, guilt,
the pain caused by un-forgiveness, or for developing self-esteem, self-awareness
and personal values. This is not about proselytising but is concerned with
supporting young people to look at themselves within the context of basic
spiritual principles relevant to their background and culture. For example,
where a young person is struggling with feelings of guilt these may have been
contributed to, in part, by their religious background. It may well be helpful
for staff to explore with the young person what their views are of ‘sin’ and
‘evil’ or the concept of ‘forgiveness’. This can potentially support young
people to feel valued and to find solutions that promote some sense of spiritual
wholeness, whether derived from organised religion or from a more humanistic
understanding of spirituality.
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Good reference resources exist to inform staff of the specific requirements
and traditions of different cultures including personal care needs, diet, religious
observance and identity (for example Millam, 1996 or Moore and Maclean,
2004); however these need to be explored proactively with young people
through the personal planning process. The personal plan should include the
details of which practices and observances are important to the young person
(and/or their parents) and what support would help them to maintain these.
This might, for example, include the need for uninterrupted time, space and
privacy for prayer and reflection. Residential child care training needs to give
greater consideration to spirituality. This should not be merely an adjunct to
racial awareness training, nor simply learning about each others’ traditions,
but should encourage personal examination of the philosophical and moral
underpinnings of care as practice (Crimmens and Milligan, 2005, p. 49-50).
Conclusion
Religious and spiritual beliefs are inextricable from personal and cultural beliefs
but, despite being upheld by human rights legislation, they are not universally
valued. Services for looked-after and accommodated children, including
residential child care services, have a poor track-record in addressing these rights,
seldom doing so more than superficially. We live in a changing culture which
needs to move on from the sectarian past and embrace demographic change.
Residential child care staff need training to develop culturally competent
approaches to care which actively address the spiritual needs and development
of all children and young people regardless of creed and ethnicity. Not only will
this contribute to cultural differences being more highly valued, it will lead to
significantly better understanding of the inner self, promoting feelings of safety
and well-being. Services which fail to address children’s cultural, religious and
spiritual needs should be challenged both from within their own organisational
structure and by regulators who need to have the cultural competence to do so.
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Introduction
The history of residential care for children and young people is quite extensive
and features positive stories of resilience and adult-child relationships as well as
negative stories of institutional abuse and the abdication of adult responsibility
(Coldrey, 2001; Sen et al., 2008). Residential child care has manifested itself in
many different ways over the past century. We have accounts of orphanages
in Europe, residential schools for aboriginal children in Canada and settlement
homes for the children of immigrant families in the United States (Addams,
1910; Korczak, 1925; Chrisjohn & Young, 1997). Over the course of twentiethcentury history, residential child care has shifted from voluntary and often
faith-based initiatives, to large institutional organisations run by medical or
social work professionals, to much more community-based and often much
smaller programmes staffed by professional child and youth workers (Anglin,
2002). When we think of residential child care today, we are thinking typically
of professional organisations operating within a variety of public and private
sectors. In Canada these can include shelters for young people who are homeless,
group homes, children’s mental health centres that provide treatment for
children, young people and often their families, and child welfare programmes
that care for children and young people who are unable to live with their families
for reasons of safety and well-being.
Alongside the development of residential child care in practice, there has also
been a growth of theoretical, conceptual and research-based literature. In
principle, it is very positive that the practice of residential child care has been
accompanied by a steady and intense flow of academic literature pursuant to
that practice. The contributions of scholars and academics have raised the
quality of teaching in further and higher education institutions where child
and youth care certificates, diplomas or degree programmes exist. It has also
been notable that while the professional designations of those working in
residential child care vary considerably across the globe, contributions to the
tasks involved have come from North America, the UK, Europe, South Africa,
Israel, Australia and New Zealand, among other places (Aldgate & Hill, 1995;
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