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Abstract
This exploratory course-based research investigates the use of information communication
technologies (ICT) by child and youth care (CYC) students in their interactions with children,
youth, and families. Data were collected through an online mixed closed- and open-ended survey.
The data analysis consisted of a descriptive statistical analysis of the survey’s closed-ended
questions and a thematic analysis of the survey’s open-ended questions. The findings revealed
that CYC students are using ICT in their interactions with children, youth, and families and that
the potential positive use of ICT should be addressed in a more significant way in the classroom.
Key words: child and youth care, course-based research, ICT, qualitative.

INTRODUCTION
There has been much concern about the use of information communication technology (ICT) by
child and youth care practitioners in recent years. Despite the enormous role ICT plays in our
daily lives and in the modern world, its use as a relational communication tool in child and youth
care (CYC) education has been poorly explored. Moreover, CYC students are largely discouraged
from using ICT in interactions with children, youth, and families. Yet, as a service-oriented
discipline, it is important that CYC continuously progresses as a profession in order to remain
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relevant and responsive to the changing times. It cannot be denied that we live in a globalized
world that is constantly influenced and shaped by sweeping technological and social change.
With its roots in residential care, CYC education as a field of practice has been historically slow
to embrace change in comparison to other helping professions (Bellefeuille & Jamieson, 2008).
As Bellefeuille and Jamieson explain:
Child and youth care, like any other type of dominant idea, can be understood as
a paradigm embedded within its institutionalized frameworks of theoretical
concepts and practices…. Our social institutions lead us to take for granted
certain things as relevant, and certain things as good. It is important for the
student of social affairs to challenge the conventional wisdom as to both
relevance and goodness. Real understanding requires that one step back and take
a careful look at the standards of right and wrong, of important and unimportant,
that underpin the society in which one has grown up. Some will see the need for
such change, some for little. What matters is that one exercise the responsibility
to look critically. (p. 719)
The point is that with social change come new insights, with new insights come new theoretical
perspectives, and with new theoretical perspectives come new practice methods. For example,
in 2004 Garfat wrote:
There was a time in our professional history when the family was not seen in a
positive light. Indeed, in the early days of our field, family was considered
irrelevant (Fewster & Garfat, 1993). Then when it did become relevant, it was
considered negatively so… (p. 4)
More recently, in commenting on some of the traditional behavioral management practices
previously used in residential care, Gharabaghi (2010) offers the following confession:
Over the course of my career, I have always had a paradoxical disposition toward
group homes. On the one hand, I loved working in them and I believed firmly that
it is in fact possible to provide for meaningful experiences for young people within
the context of residential group care. On the other hand, except for very short
periods of time, my experiences of working in group homes have consistently
confirmed that this is no way to care for kids. More than once I came to the
conclusion that residential group care is really a nuanced way of practicing
institutional child abuse. (para. 1)
The reality is that the incredible growth in ICT (e.g., smartphones, tablets, online forums, social
media networks, texting, face-time videoing) over the past two to three decades has reshaped
how every helping profession interacts with clients, and the field of child and youth care (CYC)
is no exception (Barak & Grohol, 2001; Finn, 2006). The field of CYC began when telephones
were attached to walls by cords, progress notes were produced on typewriters, professional
journals and books appeared only in hard copy, and services were provided to clients exclusively
in physical offices or homes. Fast-forward, and CYC students entering the field today have the
option to communicate with children, youth, and families on social networking sites, engage in
online video conversations, and exchange email and text messages with clients by using smart
devices. Without question, the rise and prevalence of ICT has altered how CYC education must
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think about how CYC practitioners will and are communicating with children, youth, and
families in today’s online world. A review of the literature shows that other helping professions
are using ICT to communicate with clients and as a means of assessing and tracking needs,
providing online support, and engaging in intervention strategies (Alleman, 2002; Boydell &
Pignatiello, 2020; Brezinka, 2008; Calear, Christensen, Mackinnon, Griffiths, & O'kearney, 2009;
Cunningham, & Wuthrich, 2008; Gowen, Deschaine, Gruttadara, & Markey, 2012: Roy & Gillett,
2008). The purpose of this course-based research is to explore how CYC students are currently
using ICT in their interactions with children, youth, and families.
UNDERGRADUATE COURSE-BASED RESEARCH: A PEDAGOGICAL TOOL USED TO FOSTER
CRITICALITY, REFLECTIVITY, AND PRAXIS
The Bachelor of Child and Youth Care program at MacEwan University is continuously searching
for new pedagogical approaches to foster criticality, reflectivity, and praxis, all of which the
program considers integral components of the overall student educational experience. As such,
the design and implementation of a course-based approach, in contrast with the traditional
didactic approach to research-methods instruction, offers fourth-year undergraduate students
the opportunity to master introductory research skills by conceptualizing, designing,
administering, and showcasing small, minimum-risk research projects under the guidance and
supervision of the course instructor (commonly, a professor with an extensive background in
research and teaching).
The use of course-based research in higher education has increased substantially in recent years
(Allyn, 2013; Bellefeuille, Ekdahl, Kent, & Kluczny, 2014; Harrison, Dunbar, Ratmansky, Boyd, &
Lopatto, 2010). The benefits derived from a course-based approach to teaching research
methods for CYC students are significant. First, there is value in providing students with
authentic learning experiences that enhance the transfer of knowledge learned in traditional
education practice. For example, former students have reported that their engagement in
course-based research enabled them to deepen their scientific knowledge by adopting new
methods of creative inquiry. Second, course-based research offers students the opportunity to
work with instructors in a mentoring relationship; one result is that a greater number of
student’s express interest in advancing to graduate studies. Third, results generated through
course-based research can sometimes be published in peer-reviewed journals and online openaccess portals and thereby contribute to the discipline’s knowledge base.
The ethical approval required to permit students to conduct course-based research projects is
granted to the course instructor by the university’s research ethics board (REB). Student
research groups are then required to complete an REB application form for each course-based
research project undertaken in the class; each application is then reviewed by the course
instructor and a sub-REB committee to ensure each course-based research project is completed
and is in compliance with the ethics review requirements of the university.
RESEARCH DESIGN
The research design for this course-based study was informed by the interpretivist paradigm
that posits that the world is socially constructed and reality is a subjective experience (Creswell,
2013). As Yin (2013) explains, while no research paradigm is objectively superior, the choice of
paradigm should be congruent with the way a researcher understands the nature of reality. The
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interpretivist paradigm is closely associated with qualitative studies that seek to capture the
subjective meaning of participants’ experiences and acknowledges the self-reflective nature of
researchers as interpreters of data (Creswell, 2013). As such, our inquiry was conducted as a
basic qualitative study. This approach was chosen to enable participants to express themselves
openly and without constraint.
RESEARCH QUESTION
The objective of this course-based research is to investigate the following research question:
How do CYC students use technology in their relationships with children, youth, and families?
Sampling Strategy
A non-probability, purposive sampling strategy was used to recruit participants for this coursebased study. Participants were second-, third-, and fourth-year CYC students at MacEwan
University. According to Creswell (2013), the most important factor in choosing study
participants is ensuring that they fit with the research questions. The target sample population
in our study included 10 participants from each year of study. The actual sample was three (3)
second-year students, seven (7) third-year students, and seven (7) fourth-year students.
Data Collection Strategy
An online survey transmitted by email was used to collect data. Invitation to complete a survey
by email have become a common data collection strategy (Bosnjak, Neubarth, Couper, Bandilla,
& Kaczmirek, 2008; McCoyd & Kerson 2006). According to Hunter, Corcoran, Leeder, and Phelps
(2013) and Sappleton (2013), the use of email as a data collection method allows researchers to
obtain results quickly and at minimal cost. As a means of data collection, the email survey offers
an increased sample size, greater sample diversity, easier access and convenience, lower costs
and time investment, and many other appealing features as compared to other methods (Corley
& Jansen, 2000).
Data analysis
The data analysis consisted of a descriptive statistical analysis of the survey’s close-ended
questions and a thematic analysis of the survey’s open-ended questions.
Descriptive Statistical Analysis
The sample consisted of 3 second-year students, 7 third-year students, and 7 fourth-year
students. Among the participants, 11 worked in residential care, 3 worked in schools, 1 worked
in children’s services, another 1 worked at a drop-in center, and 1 did family work. Table 1
provides a summary of the close-ended survey responses. It is notable that 67% of participants
who used ICT to communicate with youth worked in residential care. The likely explanation is
that there is more flexibility when it comes to communication with youth in residential settings
as compared to school settings.

URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.14738/assrj.73.7996

382

Advances in Social Sciences Research Journal (ASSRJ)

Vol.8, Issue 3, Mar-20

Table 1. Closed-ended survey responses.
Close-Ended Survey Responses
29% of participants work with youth aged 0–11 years
71% of participants work with youth aged 12–24 years
82% of participants communicated with youth online while on shift
6% of participants communicated with youth online while off shift
12% communicate both on- and off-shift
12% of participants said they would respond if a youth messaged them outside of work hours
47% of participants said they would NOT respond if a youth messaged them outside of work hours
41% of participants said it would depend on the circumstances, such as whether the youth was in crisis
67% of participants who communicated online worked in a residential setting
Online platforms used to communicate with youth included email, Facebook, texting, Instagram, and
Snapchat.

Thematic Analysis
Braun and Clarke’s six-stage thematic analysis process was used to extract themes from the
open-ended questions. Three themes were identified supporting why participants prefer to use
ICT to communicate with youth in their roles as CYC practitioners.
Text messaging
The most-used ICT platform for communicating with youth was text messaging, followed by
Facebook. This finding was not surprising considering that text and Facebook messaging are
affordable, widely accessible, and relevant to youth populations. Many youth are “digital
natives” and have never known a world without the internet. It is possible that many youths
therefore expect that their CYC worker will communicate using technology such as email, text
messaging, Skype, Facebook, or other social media.
Checking-in as a form of support
One of the main reason’s participants provided for using ICT to communicate with youth was
for the ease of checking-in with youth or offering support and positive encouragements. These
participants noted that ICT is an extension of the life space and therefore viewed as a practical
way to engage with youth in care. Participants also suggested that ICT can bring psychological
and emotional benefits to youth in care, outweighing the potential risks it poses (e.g.,
confidentiality, boundary crossing).
Supervision
The other main reason noted by participants for use of ICT was to monitor youths’ activities
when left unsupervised, as well as a means to monitor their safety. For example, one participant
noted, “I would always respond to youth if they were in trouble or need to vent/disclose about
a situation”. Another participant stated, “I would as it could be an emergency and I think it is the
most modern way to connect with youth”. These participants used ICT with youth in an effort to
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be more client-centered and responsive, and because they find this mode of communication to
be more suitable in today’s world.
DISCUSSION
It cannot be ignored that today’s youth use ICT regularly. In fact, the current generation of young
people have lived a digital existence for their entire lives. Stats Canada (2018), for example,
reported that almost all Canadian youth between the age of 15 and 24 access ICT on a regular
basis. In a recent course-based study conducted by Arago et al. (2019), it was reported that ICT:
Has become a vital aspect of the lives of children and youth. Connecting with
youth through these platforms can, therefore, be a useful tool for building
relationships and engaging in therapeutic work for CYC practitioners. As young
adults who have entered the field of CYC, we are both confident and adept in the
use of information and communication technologies. So why not embrace what
social media has to offer, while keeping in mind the professional boundaries and
ethical challenges that these sites present for CYC practitioners. The reality is
social media and other online technologies have already fundamentally
transformed the way in which CYC practitioners and youth interact with each
other. (p. 13)
There is a growing body of evidence that demonstrates the potential of ICT for interventions to
reduce risk behavior and provide support to youth (Burleson & Kaminer, 2007; Devine, Bull,
Dreisbach, & Shlay, 2014; Kiene & Barta, 2006; Rice, Lee, & Taitt, 2011). Whether we like it or
not, ICT is an integral and essential feature of modern life. To this end, CYC educators must
critically reflect on how we move forward as a relational-centered field of practice that includes
the use of ICT. Though ICT does receive some attention in CYC literature and in the classroom,
we do not believe that it is adequate, and it is mostly focused on the perils of using ICT. We need
to move beyond focusing on the security and privacy concerns that surround the use of ICT and
instead focus on its potential positive use by CYC practitioners. Of course, this requires CYC
instructors who are comfortable exploring the positive use of ICT as a means to provide ethically
driven, therapeutic intervention. It is without question an issue that the field must begin
address.
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