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Background 
On October 30, 2018, the Office of the Child and Youth Advocate (OCYA) released 17-Year-Old 

Susan: An Investigative Review. The report is a review of the death of a young woman who was 

subject of a Permanent Guardianship Order at the time of her passing.  

As described in the OCYA’s report, Susan was a First Nation youth who was outgoing and 

enjoyed music, dancing, cooking, and traditional activities. Our thoughts remain with the family, 

friends, and community who continue to grieve her loss. 

The OCYA did not make any new recommendations as a result of this report; however, it did 

reference a number of past recommendations that were relevant to Susan’s circumstances. The 

three systemic issues that the report highlighted were: 

 Case Planning and Placements: the need for purposeful and intentional planning.  

 Relationships: the need to build support networks, and develop healthy identity and a 

sense of belonging. 

 Mental Health and Suicide Interventions: the need to better support mental health and 

intervene when suicide is a concern. 

Children’s Services has undertaken recent practice shifts that are working to address the 

systemic issues that the OCYA has identified. Many of the previous recommendations referenced 

in this report have been met, while others have significant actions currently underway. Children’s 

Services’ response includes information gathered from the following sources: 

 a review of existing policies in comparison to issues identified in the report; 

 a review of current ministry initiatives, practice, and program directions related to issues 

identified in the report; and  

 engagement with our ministry partners, including other divisions, regional service delivery 

partners, and other ministries. 

We welcome the OCYA’s input and thank the Advocate and his office for their ongoing 

commitment to strengthening supports for vulnerable children, youth, and families in Alberta. 

Children’s Services remains steadfast in its commitment to continually improving and addressing 

all issues identified by the OCYA. 
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Referenced Recommendations  
The following reflects the most recent public adjudication on the past recommendations 

referenced in 17-Year-Old Susan: An Investigative Review. Children’s Services publicly responds 

to every recommendation directed towards it and tracks the progress on its website. The OCYA 

also publicly assesses the progress on recommendations every six months. Transparent public 

reporting allows recommending bodies and Albertans to keep informed of ongoing systemic 

improvement to the child intervention system. 

7-Year-Old Jack: Investigative Review (January 2014): 

The Ministry of Human Services should ensure the preservation or resolution of relationships are 

at the foundation of permanency planning for children: 

 Children need to be involved – at a level appropriate to their understanding – in 

envisioning how their significant relationships will look in their future. Attention should be 

given to grief and loss interventions where relationships are lost or ambiguous.  

 Transitions between parental care and placements within the system need to be 

deliberate and focused on a child’s need for consistent relationships.  

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation has 

been met. 

15-Year-Old Tony: An Investigative Review 
(November 2014): 

The Ministry of Human Services, with its service delivery partners should strengthen process 

related to: 

 The search for meaningful relationships in an Aboriginal child’s life and ensure that the 

extended family of both parents is explored. 

 The ability of placement facilities to provide Aboriginal children in case continuous and 

ongoing access to traditional knowledge and activities. 

These processes should be documented and audited for compliance to ensure that Aboriginal 

children remain connected to their family, community and culture. 

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation has 

been met.  



4 Children’s Services Response to OCYA Investigative Review | February 2019 

17-Year-Old Makayla: Serious Injury, An Investigative 
Review (December 2015)  

The Ministry of Human Services and its service delivery partners should ensure that:  

TBD 

a) Young people involved with Child Intervention Services are assessed to identify the 

impact traumatic events have had on them;  
b) Case plans should detail interventions to directly address the identified trauma including 

resources required and expected outcomes; and, 
c) Interventions are reviewed on a regular basis and progress documented.  

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: There has been some 

progress on this recommendation with the Lifelong Connections 

Practice Strategies, Foundations for Caregiver Support, and the work 

on Campus-Based Therapeutic Care options. 

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

A) The Government of Alberta should have a provincially funded suicide prevention strategy 

that supports the development and implementation of community-led strategies across the 

province. The strategy needs the capacity to adjust to accommodate the interests and 

needs of particularly vulnerable groups at elevated risk for suicide. 

B) Strategies to prevent Aboriginal youth suicide must be developed within the context, and 

in recognition of, the traditional values and cultural practices relevant to Aboriginal youth in 

the community.  

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: There has been significant 

progress on this recommendation with the Youth Suicide Prevention 

Plan. 

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

The Government of Alberta should act on ways to improve provincial services and systems to 

support holistic community-led strategies to address Aboriginal youth suicide. For example, the 

government should consider:  
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 Can these services and systems be used or leveraged to help reduce risk factors among 

Aboriginal youth and their families? 

 Does the current operation of these services and systems present any barriers that make 

it difficult to access assistance for at-risk Aboriginal youth? 

 How might these services and systems be inadvertently contributing to risk factors 

among at-risk Aboriginal youth and their families? 

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: There has been significant 

progress on this recommendation with the Youth Suicide Prevention 

Plan. 

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

Alberta Human Services, with its service delivery partners, should ensure that supports are 

available to Aboriginal young people, who have lost someone significant to suicide, and those 

services are deliberate and proactive. 

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation has 

been met. 

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

The Ministry of Human Services should review child intervention case practice to ensure that 

intervention is focused on the child’s needs. The impact on a child exposed to domestic violence, 

parental substance abuse and other forms of child maltreatment must be addressed early in 

conjunction with their caregivers’ treatment plans. 

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: There has been some 

progress on this recommendation with planned policy revisions. 

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

The Ministry of Human Services, with its service delivery partners, should ensure that case 

practice reflects a strength-based approach that focuses on the attachment needs of children 

while ensuring that their risk for harm is addressed. 
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Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: There has been some progress 

on this recommendation with planned policy revisions. 

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

Alberta Education should develop and implement school-based suicide prevention programs. 

Consideration should be given to developing a peer-support component. 

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation is not for 

Children’s Services.  

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

Alberta Mental Health Services should ensure that cultural components are incorporated in 

treatment strategies for young people.  

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation is not for 

Children’s Services.  

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

The Government of Alberta should ensure that mental health programs are more accessible, 

holistic and readily available in First Nations communities. 

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation has been 

met. 

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

The Ministries of Human Services, Education and Health, along with their service delivery 

partners, should require that professionals working with Aboriginal young people have enhanced 

suicide intervention training.  
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Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation has been 

met with the suicide intervention training that is available to professionals.   

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

The Ministries of Human Services, Education and Health, along with their service delivery 

partners, should require that professionals working with Aboriginal Peoples have adequate 

training regarding pre and post-colonial history specific to Aboriginal Peoples so that they have a 

good understanding of the potential risks, strengths and needs within Aboriginal families. 

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation has been 

met with the training that is available. 

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

Alberta Human Services should review the Delegation Training for Suicide Intervention Skills and 

ensure that it contains information about the need for culturally-relevant resources and how 

caseworkers can access them. 

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This recommendation has been 

met with the Child Intervention Learning and Development (ChILD) 

Pathways revisions. 

Toward a Better Tomorrow: Addressing the Challenge of 
Aboriginal Youth Suicide (April 2016): 

The Government of Alberta should support increased levels of self-determination of First Nations 

in Alberta through reconciliation processes in partnership with First Nations, federal and provincial 

governments. Consideration should be given to greater levels of self-determination regarding 

child intervention balanced with support as a protective factor for suicide prevention. 

 Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: There has been significant 

progress on this recommendation with the Ministerial Panel on Child 

Intervention. 
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Beyond Trauma: Disrupting Cycles, Effecting Change 
(November 2017): 

The Government of Alberta should create and implement cross-ministry training for all child-

serving ministries specifically related to the impact of trauma at every stage of childhood 

development so that appropriate interventions can be provided.  

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This is a new recommendation 

that has not yet been adjudicated.  

Beyond Trauma: Disrupting Cycles, Effecting Change 
(November 2017): 

The Ministry of Children’s Services should make certain that children and caregivers receive 

culturally appropriate, timely interventions that directly address the impact of trauma on the 

developing brain.  

Most recent adjudication from the OCYA: This is a new recommendation 

that has not yet been adjudicated.  
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Update Summary: Referenced 
Recommendations 

Case Planning and Placements 

Case planning is essential to easing any negative impacts unplanned moves may have on a 

child, youth, and family. Children’s Services has implemented a number of initiatives that will 

better ensure that staff working with children and families do so in a way that emphasizes the 

principle of connection in case planning and placement.  

 Province-wide implementation of Practice Strategies for Lifelong Connections has now been 

completed. This approach enables practitioners to support young people to remain connected 

to their family, community, and culture. Training on these tools has been delivered, and related 

policy updates have been released.   

 Foundations of Caregiver Support Training has also now been presented to the majority of 

those caring for children in need. This training assists caregivers in understanding how adverse 

childhood experiences affect children and youth. This knowledge then allows the caregivers to 

better support children and youth through their loss and grief, and helps to create better 

connections and future goals for the child. 

 Children’s Services has selected three successful candidates following a Request for Proposal 

regarding campus-based therapeutic care. This new increased capacity within Children’s 

Services will help us better match the needs of the child to appropriate therapeutic placement 

options. 

Relationships 

Relationships are crucial for developing a healthy identity and a sense of belonging. It is 

important that placement transitions are supported with relational consistency so that children can 

maintain and develop strong, enduring connections. Children’s Services is continuing to address 

the need for consistent relationships through a number of initiatives that are underway.  

 The Family Finding model has been adopted province-wide. This model is a key tool within the 

Practice Strategies for Lifelong Connections, and has been embedded into core training for all 

new child intervention staff. Children’s Services is also building a cohort of staff from regions 

and Delegated First Nation Agencies to participate in coaching and mentoring activities related 

to Family Finding. The key premise of the Family Finding model is to significantly increase the 

number of relatives and important known adult connections for children in care. 

 An example of a tool used to enhance familial connections are family and natural supports 
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meetings. These meetings build on a family’s existing supports to help create safety and ensure 

a child can remain in the care of extended family. These meetings empower parents, children, 

and youth, extended families, and natural support systems to create, understand, and own the 

solutions that will mitigate a child and family’s intervention concerns.  

 All of the various strategies described above have had impacts on current policy, training, and 

practice that have now been updated and implemented province-wide. This includes tools and 

processes that better support critical thinking and decision making in staff, and ensuring 

meaningful connection in four areas (physical, relational, legal, and cultural). 

Mental Health and Suicide Interventions 

Traumatic experiences in childhood can have devastating impacts on young people later in life. 

Children’s Services has actions underway that will better address mental health and suicide 

intervention for young people moving forward. 

 A provincial Youth Suicide Prevention Plan has been drafted and will be released in the coming 

months. This plan was co-developed with the Ministry of Health and will include a distinct 

stream to address the needs of Indigenous peoples. Children’s Services continues to work with 

the Ministry of Health to develop a clear implementation plan and identify needed resources.  

 Children’s Services has implemented the Child Intervention Practice Framework and 

associated Practice Strategies for Lifelong Connections. The practice strategies are rooted in 

strengths-based practice and involve collaborating with significant people who can support the 

family to address intervention needs. This involves a clear understanding of harm and danger 

along with the impact that the interventions have on the child. Supporting connections in four 

critical areas (physical, relational, legal, and cultural) ensures that all parties consider the 

attachment needs for the child or youth while addressing the risks of harm. 
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Conclusion 
We would like to thank the Child and Youth Advocate for this report. Susan faced repeated 

trauma and loss in her life from the time she was an infant into her adolescent years. The tragic 

loss of Susan and the challenges that she endured in her life have not gone unnoticed by our 

ministry.  

Understanding and responding to grief, loss, and trauma is critical to supporting children, youth, 

and families. Children’s Services recognizes the importance of purposeful case planning to 

ensure that placement moves are intentional. When moves are unplanned, mitigation strategies 

should be in place to support the young person’s transition. Similarly, relationships and proper 

supports are key. That is why we are taking action to strengthen connection in case planning and 

placement, support enduring relationships and connections, and address mental health and 

suicide intervention for young people. 

We accept the recommendations previously made by the Advocate and will continue working to 

implement them further to help support the safety and well-being of all vulnerable children in 

Alberta. Children’s Services is committed to continually strengthening the child intervention 

system so that all children, youth, and families receive the services they need, when they need 

them. 

 


