Why We're Called Child and Youth Counsellors
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What are we to call "us" -- those who work with "emotionally disturbed" children and youth?  The list of possible terms seems to grow with each passing year.  However, based on the names of the training programs, journals, and professional associations for "us" in North America, the most common terms seem to be:

Child Care Worker

Child and Youth Worker

Child and Youth Care Worker

Youth Worker

or in some areas, “Practitioner” replaces “Worker” in these terms.

Two major exceptions to this pattern occur in Quebec and Ontario.  In Quebec, we are called Educators (or Special Educators) due to the influence of the French terms for us or the work -- "psychoéducateur" and "éducation spécialisée."  In Ontario, the professional association (the OACYC) and a number of employers use the term Child and Youth Counsellors.

So why did the OACYC opt for "Counsellor" rather than "Worker"?  After all, the English-speaking college programs in Ontario are Child and Youth Worker programs.  And why not add "Care" into the title?  It is common for many other professional associations, journals, etc., and the Ryerson degree program in Ontario is referred to as a BA in Child and Youth Care.

The answer on one level is simple -- that's what those working in the field chose.  In 1989, the members of the OACYC, then the Child Care Workers' Association of Ontario (CCWAO) were asked to vote on a new name.  The majority (about 75%) chose Child and Youth Counsellor.  At the time, there was no particular effort to find out why "Counsellor" was chosen, and "Care" omitted.  However subsequent discussions with members point to one major reason, the implications of the word "Counsellor" -- the connotations.

For instance, in terms of the type of work we do, “worker” connotes paid employment, but little else.  There is little in that word that suggests the type of work we do.  On the other hand, "care" carries connotations of helping someone but not necessarily through paid employment -- "She provided care for her ailing mother," "They cared for their son until their own health became a problem."  In comparison, "counsellor" has much more specific connotations, namely those of helping someone, through paid employment, and helping for specific types of problems, social and psychological ones. 

An example of the power of the connotations around "counsellor" was supplied by one of our members.  When asked by relatives and friends what he was, he experimented using the terms Child Care Worker, Child and Youth Worker, and Child and Youth Counsellor.  In the case of the first two terms he found he had to give a lot more explanation and detail.  But, as soon as he used the term "counsellor," little else needed to be added.

Connotations about the level of training and education required also seemed to have an effect on members' choice of the term, Child and Youth Counsellor.  For instance, “care” or “caring” connotes little or no training.  Care can be provided by anyone; there is no suggestion in the word of any specialized training being required.  “Worker” seems somewhat better, in that there is usually some sense of basic training being required.  “Counsellor” on the other hand connotes a higher degree of training and education and one that is more specialized.

The only connotation with "counsellor" that is problematic is the one frequently pointed out by critics of the term, namely that “counsellor” in general speech connotes “talking” therapy, the image of practitioner and client discussing problems in an office setting.  Although this form of child and youth work is increasing, the image is misleading for a profession that is based on "counselling" in the "life-space," in the child's "milieu."  Another connotation of counsellor that is truer to what CYCs are all about is that used in the term "camp counsellor."  It is this image that some of the earliest writers in the field had in mind when they referred to residential staff as "counsellors."

Although historical considerations probably played little part in our members' choice of terms, it is worth looking at.  In the 1940s and early 50s, "counsellor" was used as mentioned above.  Then, in the mid-1950s, the term Child Care Worker, or Child-Care Worker appeared.  It was the term chosen by a group of predominantly American (and some Canadian) psychiatrists who met in Washington in 1956.  They gathered to discuss, among other things, the need for a new occupational group that would be a combination of psychiatric nurse, camp counsellor, recreational leader and group social worker for trouble children and youth.  The term stuck and was adopted widely throughout Canada and the US.   

But by the 1980s, the term Child Care Worker was meeting growing resistance.  Those CYCs working with adolescents found it misleading and demeaning to their clients.  As well, "child care worker" had become the generic term for those working in preschool education and was being used extensively by media and governments.  And as the role of CYCs moved further from its traditional base in residences to include working with families, there was mounting pressure within the profession to find a new name for "us."  One of the options for CCWAO members in 1989 even included the word "Family" in the title.

In response to the pressure in Ontario, the English-speaking colleges in 1987 opted for Child and Youth Worker as the replacement for Child Care Worker.  At the same time, the professional association seemed unsure as to how to proceed and it wasn't until 1989 that the CCWAO found a process that seemed workable -- a democratic vote of the membership.  The result was the name we have today.

Elsewhere in the 1980s and increasingly into the 1990s, academic programs, and journals in particular, chose to maintain "Care" in the title resulting in "Child and Youth Care Worker."  A number of professional associations chose to follow this example.  The primary argument, at least from the CYC academics, was that "care" was at the core of the profession.  Whether the demeaning connotations of the word were considered is not known.

So, in answer to the question, what should we be called, the OACYC's answer is clear -- Child and Youth Counsellors.  Why we should be called that is also clear:

· There is a good historical basis for the choice

· It is a name that was not chosen for us by another profession (psychiatrists)

· It was not chosen by just one segment of the CYC profession (academics), instead,

· It was chosen by the full range of CYCs -- academics, managers, supervisors, and front-line workers (the members of the CCWAO), and

· It is the name with the connotations that most accurately reflect our work and level of training 

The challenge now is to build the strength of professional associations to be able to decide on the ONE name for "us" that will make it clear to all -- governments, media, and the public -- who we are.  We think that name should be … Child and Youth Counsellors!

