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SELF-STUDY COURSE 
 

Making Visits Go More Smoothly 
Revised 7/06 

2.0 Hours Credit 

 
 
CREDITS: 

This self-study course is adapted from the larger curriculum From Home to Home, a curriculum 
addressing the topic of working with children and the families they come from. References for sources of 
the materials included in this self-study are given in full in the complete curriculum. 

 
If you wish to receive training credit for reading this self-study, please fill out the “CHECK YOUR 
UNDERSTANDING” Questionnaire” at the back of this course.  Return the questionnaire to the Alaska 
Center for Resource Families for 2.0 hours of training credit. The course is yours to keep for further 
reference. 
 
This self study course was developed by Aileen McInnis for the Alaska Center for Resource Families.  

 

 
 

RETURN YOUR QUESTIONNAIRE TO: 
Alaska Center for Resource Families 

 815 Second Ave Suite 202 
Fairbanks, AK  99701 

 
1-800-478-7307 

479-7307 (Fairbanks/North Pole) 
www.acrf.org 

Foster Parent Competencies 
This Self-study module addresses part or all of the following Child Welfare League of America Competencies for 
Foster Caregivers: 

 
915-4 The foster caregiver knows the importance of strengthening and maintaining relationships 

between foster children and their families, and knows the importance of regular visitation to 
promote this. 

 
915-5 The foster caregiver knows how visits may affect the feelings and behavior of children and youth, 

can help plan and arrange visits that can support the child and primary family, and can help the 
child deal with emotional distress as a result of visits and other family contacts. 
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MAKING VISITS GO MORE SMOOTHLY  
 

The Office of Children’s Services is required by statute and policy to provide opportunities for 
visitation between a child and his family. It is also the primary way that OCS keep children 
connected to their families when the plan is for reunification.  Some children may not have visits 
with their birth parents, but may have visits with sibling living in other foster homes or with 
extended family in the community.  Resource families are expected to support visitations as part 
of supporting the case plan. But sometimes, it can be difficult.  Parents may not show up for 
visits; children may act out afterwards; visits may not be conveniently scheduled. 
 
Before we start to explore the area of making visits go more smoothly, let’s look at what 
experiences you might have already had. 
 
 
 
 
 
EXERCISE #1:  Experiences with Visitation 

 
Think about your experiences with visits between foster 
children in your home and their birth parents or family 
members? What were the positive things that happened?  Did 
anything negative or uncomfortable happen? Write these here. 
 
 

 
 
POSITIVE EXPERIENCES: 
 
 
 
 
 
NEGATIVE EXPERIENCES 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your responses will be used throughout this self-study. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF VISITATION 
 
Visitation is the most important tool to keep 
a relationship between a birth parent and 
child. Visitations keep parents in contact 
with their children, thus encouraging them 
to continue to work toward reunification. It 
also gives caseworkers improvement in 
interaction between family members. 
 
For a child, visitation assures a child his 
parent is okay and not dead. It assures him 
that he has not been abandoned. It can help a 
child do better in foster care and keep a 
connection between himself and his family, 
even when his foster care placement may 
change.   Did you list any of these positives 
when you were making your list? 
 
Visitation, however, can be difficult for 
foster parents. Foster parents are usually 
responsible for transporting children to 
visits but sometimes birth parents do not 
show. Foster parents are the ones to comfort 
children when parents don’t show. Foster 
parents are also the ones to deal with the 
upset behavior children may show for hours 
or days after a visit.   Did you list any of 
these negatives when you were making your 
list? 
 
Despite the difficulties involved, visitations 
are vital to maintain attachments in a family. 
Reunification will have little chance if 
children and parents do not maintain some 
kind of relationship. 
 
A CHILD'S THREE PARENTS 
Many things happen to a child when she is 
placed in foster care. She has to deal with all 
the strange new people around her or if she 
is in relative care, she has to deal with 
calling a different place home. She may be 
in shock, grief, denial or just plain scared. 
But as time goes by and the initial grief and 
shock pass, other feelings surface such as 
anger, fear, and depression. Children learn 
they now have two sets of parents: their 

birth parents, and now their foster parents 
who are temporarily filling the role of 
nurturer, provider, and parent. 
 
In some children, a third parent arises: the 
fantasy parent.1 The fantasy parent is what a 
child imagines his “other” parent to be: the 
bestower of gifts, the one who will rescue 
him, the good parent who is being kept from 
him, the one to take him to Disneyland. It is 
a parent to substitute the one he fears will 
abandon him. It weakens the real 
relationship between a child and his family, 
and it interferes with the foster parents’ 
relationship to the foster child. This most 
happens in children who 
have little or no contact with 
their real parents. 
 
 
KEEPING BIRTH 
PARENTS IN THE PICTURE 
Birth parents will never be these fantasy 
parents, even when they successfully make 
the changes needed for reunification. It is 
important for both foster child and foster 
parents to have realistic expectations of 
what will happen in a birth family. Perhaps 
you have higher standards of cleanliness, 
material resources, or discipline than you 
see in a child’s birth family. The goal is not 
to turn birth families into perfect parents, 
but to assist in helping them become 
functional enough to care for their family 
members. Social service involvement should 
be time limited and outcome oriented. 
 
A child can only keep realistic expectations 
of his parents if he is in regular contact. If he 
is to return to his birth family, it is important 
he does not return a stranger to them. 

                                                 
1 This concept was developed by Pat Ryan of the 
University of Michigan. 
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THE WHO AND WHERE OF VISITATIONS 
 
Visitations will happen in a variety of ways. The form of visitation will change as the case 
unfolds. Since the initial goal of OCS is to try to reunify families, 
visitations are very important tools to help families stay connected. Who is 
involved and where the visits take place as well as how often the visits 
occur will be determined by OCS and the court system. 
 
 
WHO IS INVOLVED? 
 

 Visits may be supervised; someone is in the room to guarantee safety. 
 
 Visit may be unsupervised; birth parent visits child alone. 

 
 Visits may be with siblings: brothers and sisters in separate foster homes may have a 

chance to visit with each other with or without the birth parent. 
 
 Others may be present at the visit; parents may visit separately or together, parents 

may also bring others along. 
 
 Visits may be arranged with grandparents or relatives. 

 
 
 
WHERE DOES THE VISIT TAKE PLACE? 
 

 Visit may take place at the Office of Children’s Services. 
 
 Visit may take place in the birth family’s home. 

 
 Visit may take place at a neutral place such as a park, church, shopping mall, or 

event. It may take place at another agency or association that is working with the 
family. 

 
 In some communities, supervised visits happen at an agency specifically contracted to 

provide a place for visitation, trained staff to supervise, and a family-friendly 
atmosphere with activities, games, and snacks to help a visit be more comfortable. 

 
 Visit may take place at the home of the resource family if the resource family agrees. 

 
 If parent is incarcerated or in a treatment facility, visits may take place at site of 

facility. 
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GUIDELINES FROM  
THE ALASKA CENTER FOR RESOURCE FAMILIES 

 
The following guidelines are excerpted from the Alaska Resource Family Handbook 
published by the State of Alaska Office of Children’s Services.  You can request a copy 
of the Alaska Resource Family Handbook from your licensing worker or contact the 
Alaska Center for Resource Families at 1-800-478-7307 to request a copy.  

 
 

1. OCS will decide the number of visitations and should inform you early in the 
placement. Any changes in this plan should be confirmed by your worker in writing. 

 
2. Your caseworker may discuss with you the visiting arrangement with relatives and 

friends and requests your help with such visits. Discuss any concerns about any 
aspect of a child’s visit with your caseworker. If you think a child should be visiting a 
sibling or relative, contact your caseworker. 

 
3. If a parent arrives drunk or high to take a child on a planned visit and you feel that it 

would not be safe for the child to leave with the parent, contact the OCS worker 
immediately. If the worker is not available, the foster parent may refuse to allow the 
child to leave with the parent. If the parent demands to take the child, the police may 
be contacted for assistance if the social worker or probation officer is unavailable. 

 
4. If a parent does not return a child to your home as planned, contact the OCS office 

immediately. If the parent becomes unruly in your home, ask that she leaves. Contact 
law enforcement, if necessary. If a parent demands that you “give their child to 
them”, do not do so. Encourage them to contact the caseworker or offer to make 
contact for them. 

 
5. If the child returns from visitation and shows any physical or behavioral signs of 

abuse, contact the OCS worker as soon as possible. 
 
6. At times, you may be asked to permit the primary parent to visit their child in your 

home. The matter of parental contact in your home is your decision. 
 
7. If a relative or friend contacts you about visitation with the child, inform the 

caseworker and refer the individual to do the same. DO NOT PERMIT THE CHILD 
TO VISIT WITH THE INDIVIDUAL WITHOUT OCS APPROVAL. 

 
8. Routine transportation of the child to family visits is the responsibility of the foster 

parents. 
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OTHER RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE RESOURCE FAMILY  
 
Although not mentioned in the Handbook, it is a good idea for a foster parent to prepare children 
for visits. For longer visits, make sure children go with bottles, snacks, diapers, and a change of 

clothes if necessary. Prepare a child emotionally by telling them where 
you are going and what will happen and when you will return. Also 
prepare for the time after a visit when a child might be feeling upset, sad 
or angry.  
 
When possible, keep in your records a short note about how the visit 
went and note the child’s reactions. If any verbal change in the visitation 
is made between you and the caseworker, ask for it in writing. Follow up 
any conversations regarding changes with a note of what you understand 

the changes to be and keep a copy. This will protect you and help you back up your actions if 
problems occur.  Be sure to notify the social worker of any difficulties in the visit or things that 
cause you concern or worry.   
 
 
 
 

THE RIGHTS OF FOSTER PARENTS 
 
⇒ You have the right to determine whether or not your phone number is given out or if your 

address is given out to the birth family. You also have the right to determine if visitation will 
take place in your home. 

 

⇒ You have a right to express concerns about visits and relay to the caseworker the effect on 
the child. (You do not have the right, though, to prevent visits). 

 

⇒ While the OCS determines the visitation schedule, you have a right to express any conflicts 
with that schedule and to give input into your own schedule. This is a time to be fair to the 
birth family but also to negotiate times so that visitation is not too disruptive to your family. 

 

⇒ You have a right to timely notification that a visitation will take place. 
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DEALING WITH PROBLEMS IN VISITATIONS 
 
So now we know that visitations are important for children and families alike, that OCS sets the 
visitation schedule and expectations and that foster parents have some rights and responsibilities 
in the area of visitation.  Let’s now look at common problems in visitations and how resource 
families can best deal with them. 
 
 
 
EXERCISE #2:  Areas of concern 
 

Look back on the first exercise. You were asked to write down any negative 
experiences you might have had in a visits.  Put a check by the following 
experiences if this has ever happened to you. Or add others that you listed that you 
have experienced. 
 
 

 Birth parent doesn’t show up of visits. 
 

 Visitation schedule is too often or at a bad time. 
 

 Birth parent shows up drunk or high. 
 

 Birth parent shows up when not scheduled. 
 

 Children react badly to visits 
 

 Visits happen during family holiday times. 
 

 Child doesn’t want to see parents. 
 

 Birth parent is rude or abusive toward foster parent. 
 

 Other people show up on visit you weren’t expecting. 
 

 Caseworker schedules a visit at a conflicting time for you. 
 

 OTHER?   List here:  
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STRATEGIES FOR MAKING VISITATIONS GO MORE SMOOTHLY 
 

 
 
You can work to make visits go more smoothly by using three 
kinds of strategies. These include:    
 
Preparation 

Communication 

Confrontation 
 
 
 
PREPARATION:   Know what is expected and do things ahead of time to make 
things go more smoothly. 
 
1. When considering taking in a foster child into your home, consider ahead of time what the 

transportation needs are of that child. Will there be a lot of medical visits? Are you already 
transporting a lot? Realistically what can you do? If you are having trouble with 
transportation, you may need to enlist the help of the caseworker or social service associate 
to assist. If it is a continual problem, you may need to cut down on the number of children in 
your home to realistically be able to fulfill your duties. 

 
2. Prepare for the time after the visit as well. Try to set aside time after the visit to give the 

child a chance to talk or to do a quiet activity with you. Encourage a child to talk about 
feelings. Support him without making excuses for the parent or chiding him for his feelings. 
Give a way to express hurt, confusion and anger. 

 
3. Be aware of the importance of “the hand-off”. Make your interaction with the birth parent 

comfortable. Greet the parent, make some small talk, and use the time to build a partnership. 
Give the parent respect and authority in front of the child.  

 
4. To make visitations go smoothly, work to build a relationship with the caseworkers. 

Confront problems early and honestly. Work on your skills to address disagreements and 
conflicts in a positive, problem solving way. 

 
5. If a child doesn’t want to see a parent, get him to talk about it. Give him something concrete 

to talk about during the visit or a game to play with the parent. Explain obligations of 
visitations. Get your caseworker’s help. 
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COMMUNICATION:  Be able to talk with the birth parent and the caseworker so 
everyone is on the same page. Also keep good records and let your caseworker 
know what is going on. 
 
6. Keep good records of visits. Share any concerns about either a parent’s or child’s behavior 

that you might have with the caseworker.  
 
7. Who transports for holidays and during weekends is always a sensitive question. It is 

important to work with your caseworker to determine these things ahead of time. You also 
have a family and it may be difficult for you to be driving around on Thanksgiving or 
Christmas. You will have to negotiate this with your caseworker. Plan ahead and try to 
negotiate when you are not angry and when you have time. 

 
 
 
FOLLOW-UP and CONFRONTATION:  Using your best communication 
skills, address problems and issues in a positive way. 
 
8. Know what the visitation agreement is and stick to it. Use your best communication skills. If 

a parent comes at a unscheduled time and they have limited visitation rights, you need to be 
firm. Use the broken record technique of repeating your point over and over again. “Mrs. 
White, your visits are for Monday and Wednesday and we’ll look forward to that time, but 
your visits need to be scheduled through the division. Now is not your time for a visit. We’ll 
look forward to seeing you on Monday.” 

 
9. It is not uncommon for a child to be upset hours or days after a visit. If a child is having a 

continuous hard time after visits, ask for a less intensive visitation schedule to allow the child 
time to calm down. Consider substituting a phone call in place of the visit. Express your 
concerns to the caseworker. This does not mean that visits should stop. Some upset behavior 
is normal and to be expected.  Build in time after a visit to be able to do a physical activity 
when a child can blow off some steam.  Don’t let a child hurt themselves or others, but do 
allow a child to express and feel his feelings of hurt, anger, or sadness. 

 
10. If a parent has a substance abuse problem, it is important to outline ahead of time about the 

consequence of using or drinking while with the children or what will happen is a parent 
shows up drunk or high. When in doubt, call your caseworker or talk to a supervisor before 
letting the child go. Safety is the first concern.   
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EXERCISE #3:  Visitation Situations 

 
Choose two problem areas from your list that you have had 
or anticipate having.  What strategies from this self-study 
might help you with these problem areas? 
 
 
 

 
 
PROBLEM AREA     STRATEGIES I CAN USE 
 
1.       a. 
 
 
 
 
       b. 
 
 
 
 
 
PROBLEM AREA     STRATEGIES I CAN USE 
 
2.       a. 
 
 
 
 
       b. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



11 
“Making Visits Go More Smoothly”  was developed by the Alaska Center for Resource Families for the State of Alaska, DHSS, OCS. Proper 

credit should be given when reproducing these materials for educational purposes only.  Revised 2006. 

TO REVIEW: 
 
 Visitation is an essential part of reuniting families. Visitation helps a child maintain a 

relationship and an attachment to a parent. 
 
 The Alaska Resource Family Handbook outlines the responsibilities and the guidelines 

for foster parents in regards to visitation. 
 
 Numerous difficulties can arise in the area of visitation and foster parents can employ 

numerous strategies for the best result. 
 
 Resource families need to be informed and supportive of the visitation plan, yet they 

need to be assertive and communicative of their needs and rights as well. 
 
 

REVIEW QUESTIONS 
 

Upon completing this unit, you should be able to answer these questions: 
 
1. Could you list some of the benefits of visitation to a child and his family? 
 
2. Can you name some of the rights and responsibilities of foster parents when
 it comes to visitation? 
 
3. Can you identify some problem areas in visitation? Can you identify some
 strategies for dealing with these potential sore spots? 
 
 

 



ALASKA CENTER FOR RESOURCE FAMILIES 
SELF-STUDY QUESTIONNAIRE FOR FOSTER PARENTS 

 

SUBJECT: FOSTER CARE 
 

COURSE: MAKING VISITS GO MORE SMOOTHLY 
 

2.0 HOURS TRAINING CREDIT 
 
Please read the above-entitled self-study. Then complete the questionnaire found on the 
following pages. Try answering the questions first from your understanding of the material 
before referring back to the course. These questions pertain specifically to the course, which you 
have read. 
 
After you have answered all the questions, please send your completed questionnaire to the 
Alaska Center for Resource Families, 815 Second Avenue, Suite 202, Fairbanks, AK  
99701. We will score your answers and credit 2.0 training hours to your training record. A score 
of 70% correct or better will entitle you to receive training hours credit. In the event your score 
is less than 70% correct, we will contact you to determine if you wish to review the material and 
retake the questionnaire. 
 
If you have questions or concerns about this self-study course, please call us on our toll-free line 
at 1-800-478-7307.  Fairbanks/North Pole call:  479-7307; Anchorage: 279-1799. 
 
The following section is an evaluation of the self-study materials. Please fill it out upon 
completion of the questionnaire, and return this page to us with the rest of the course 
materials. Thank you for your time and comments. It helps us provide appropriate 
training to meet the needs of foster parents. 
 

*****************EVALUATION OF SELF-STUDY MATERIALS**************** 
 
Please complete the following questions. 
 
1. Did this self-study course meet with your expectations? _____YES _____NO 
 
2. How would you rate the written presentation of information on the topic? 
 
 ____Excellent  _____Good  _____Fair  _____Poor 
 
3. Did this course add to your knowledge and/or skills? _____YES _____NO 
 
4. Comments/Concerns: 
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Making Visits Go More Smoothly 2.0 Hours 
 

NAME: __________________________________________________PHONE NO.: _____________________ 
 Only one person per questionnaire. Feel free to make additional copies if needed. 
 

ADDRESS: ________________________________________________________________________________ 
 Street or Post Office     City/State     Zip 
 

EMAIL: __________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 YES! I would like to receive ACRF email. (Includes Training Tracks Newsletter, training reminders and 
community  events or training of interest for resource families) 

 

Are you a foster parent?  YES  NO If YES, what is your Foster Home License #: ________________ 
 
If NO, please check one:  Pending Foster Parent  OCS  Birth Parent  Adoptive Parent 
 

 Residential Treatment Facility (License #: ___________)  Agency: _____________________________ 
 

 Other (please specify): _______________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

CHECK YOUR UNDERSTANDING 
 
Check or fill in the appropriate answer to the following questions. First try to answer from your understanding of the 
material before referring back to the course. These questions address information specifically stated in this course. 
 
 
1. Name a child’s “three parents” when he is placed in foster care. 
 
 1)  _________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 2)  _________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 3)  _________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2. Visitation is the most important tool to keep a relationship between a birth parent and a child. 
 
 _____a.    True 
 _____b.    False 
 
3. A child can only keep realistic expectations of his parent if he has some time away from them with a 

different family. 
 
 _____a.    True 
 _____b.    False 
 
4. Who decides the numbers of visitation between a child and his birth parents? 
 
 _____a.    Foster parents 
 _____b.    Birth parent and child 
 _____c.    OCS and the courts 
 _____d.    CASA or Guardian ad litem 
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5. For the phrase in COLUMN A, circle in COLUMN B whether it is the duty or right of the foster parent 

or of the OCS caseworker. Choose one answer for each phrase. 
 

  COLUMN A      COLUMN B 
 
 Responsible for deciding number of visits    FOSTER PARENT  OCS 
 
 Decides when to give out foster parents phone number  FOSTER PARENT  OCS 
 
 Decides who can visit the child     FOSTER PARENT  OCS 
 
 Provide routine transport of child to visits    FOSTER PARENT  OCS 
 
 Has right to timely notification of scheduled visits   FOSTER PARENT  OCS 
 
6. If a parent has a substance abuse problem, it is important to outline ahead of time about using while with 

the children. 
 

 _____a.    True 
 _____b.    False 
 
7. If a parent does not return a child to your home as planned, a foster parent should wait 24 hours and then 

file a missing person’s report as soon as possible. 
 

 _____a.    True 
 _____b.    False 
 
8. Choose a problem area you have experienced or that was discussed in the self-study. Write that problem 

in the place provided. Name two (2) strategies from this self-study that might help you with the problem 
area. 

 
 PROBLEM AREA: 
 
 
 
 STRATEGIES I CAN USE: 
 

 a)  _________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 b)  _________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
FOR SCORING AND TRAINING CREDIT OF 2.0 HOURS, PLEASE RETURN THIS QUESTIONNAIRE TO: 
 

Alaska Center for Resource Families 
815 Second Avenue, Suite 202 

Fairbanks, AK  99701 
 

OR FAX TO: 1-907-479-7307 
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