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Welcome to the Winter 2017 edition of the 
St Andrew’s Children’s Society newsletter, 
Reflections17.

In this edition, we welcome two new members of staff. The 
Aberdeen team recall a day in the sun and then join the rest of 
the gang to brave the winter sun for a group photo. Will you join 
the growing number St Andrew’s Children’s Society members? 
We say thank you to intrepid supporters and some great 
funding trusts.

Also, you can take a look at the conclusions of an in depth 
evaluation of the SafeBase™ Parenting Programme. We offer 
some tips to keep children and toddlers safe this Christmas.

....and finally, we have enclosed a couple of Society posters. 
Why not perhaps take one to your doctor’s surgery, or local 
library or supermarket notice board. Anywhere that they might 
be seen by prospective adoptive parents or foster carers.
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News

We welcome two new members of staff to 
our Edinburgh team
Jill Watson

In 2002 Jill studied Social 
Care at Fife College. 

Jill undertook a Residential 
Child Care placement as 
part of her HNC studies, it 
was during this course that 
she discovered her passion 
in supporting the wellbeing, 
recovery and growth of 
children and young people 

who had experienced childhood adversity. 

Jill developed her skills and knowledge further 
working as a Family Worker within a therapeutic 
fostering agency. It was during this time she 

undertook her social work degree, by distance 
learning at Aberdeen’s Robert Gordon University, and 
secured a post as a Social Worker. Jill has had 
opportunity to work in Copenhagen in both 
Kindergarten and residential care establishments, 
and participate in UK-wide study of social pedagogy 
practice within the UK.

In 2015 Jill undertook a Theraplay® course at the 
Society, and it was through this experience that she 
felt this was an agency in which she would be keen to 
be part of – supporting children and young people in 
adoption.  

Michael Opitz
Michael has joined us 
following a break from 
social work in London, 
on sabbatical to tour 
Asia, Australia and South 
America. He has now 
returned to Edinburgh 
where he formerly 
volunteered as a peer-
mentor with Edinburgh 
Cyrenians in 2007.

His professional social work career has been in 
London. He gained his Postgraduate Masters 
(MA) in Social Work with Merit at the London 
South Bank University. Up to leaving for his 
sabbatical in 2016, Michael worked with 
Achieving for Children as a Leaving Care Social 
Worker and for Adoption Support, based in the 
London Borough of Richmond upon Thames.

Originally from Dartford, Kent, Michael is really 
pleased to be returning to Edinburgh, his 
favourite city.

Many years ago a group of supporters of the 
Society formed a group and called themselves The 
Friends of St Andrew’s Children’s Society. The 
Friends organised fundraising events, car-boot 
sales and even an annual ‘Rainbow Ball’, which I 
am told, was the highlight of the Edinburgh social 
calendar.

Would there be interest in reviving The Friends?  Or 
maybe something slightly different, but no less 
supportive of the work of the Society? A membership 
scheme might be a more appropriate way of 
bringing folk together. I do believe that there are still 
original members out there, who made a modest 
one-off payment to become life-members of the 
Society. Indeed, I had a very pleasant meeting  
with Mrs Janice Aubeeluck, a foster parent, a 
life-member and former Trustee.

Janice came to the Society many years ago, indeed, 
she remembers the arrival of a very enthusiastic 
young man, joining the very small team. Coincidentally, 
that was his name, Stephen Small, our Director! 
Janice cannot recall the number of babies, over the 
many years that she was foster carer to, but she 
does remember the heartache when, after only a 

Membership of the Society
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Also you can contribute your experiences to our 
blogs, the newsletter, annual review and/or our 
web site. Would you be happy to talk to camera 
to create a vlog for the web site? If you have a 
story to tell, please tell us.

As a volunteer, you may be able to help at our 
annual Christmas Party, join one of our staff at 
one of our information desks at events around 
Scotland. Helping to raise awareness of 
adoption, adoption issues and the services we 
have to offer.

If you have skills that we could put to very 
good use and you are interested in 
becoming a member, please let us know…
If you would like a friendly chat, contact Dan Docwra on 
0131 467 4239 or alternatively, email: 
ddocwra@standrews-children.org.uk.

nclosed with this newsletter is a leaflet about 
membership of the Society. An application form is 
included, and details of how you can make a one-off 
payment for life-membership, or a monthly/annual 
payment for annual membership.

Dan Docwra fundraiser 

few weeks, the babies were placed in the hands of 
their adopters. Throughout her time as a foster 
parent and to this day, Janice feels it is a privilege 
to have been involved with the Society.

Janice is very keen on the idea that adopters and 
foster parents associated with the Society be given 
the opportunity to give something back and that 
membership is an excellent way to start.

I would be very interested in hearing from anyone 
else interested in resurrecting this membership 
scheme, with suggestions of what benefits you 
might like to receive through membership. Janice 
has already suggested that membership should be 
open to anyone who shares the aims of the Society. 
An annual donation or one-off life membership 
donation would add valuable support to those aims.

Volunteering
One of the ways that people already support the 
Society is through volunteering. We regularly have 
our adopters coming in to share their experiences 
to Preparation Groups, SafeBase™ programmes, 
Theraplay training and other support service 
delivery to new adopters.

Membership of the Society

Clockwise: Aberdeen staff in the Celebrate 
Aberdeen Parade in August; Theraplay 
Level 1 Training at the Society, delivered in 
September by Annie and Andrea from the 
Theraplay Institute Chicago; Edinburgh staff 
at staff development day, November; Michael 
Orptiz in a Society t-shirt at the Adoption 
Week Road Show, held in Glasgow, 22 
November.

Other news…

mailto:ddocwra@standrews-children.org.uk
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Over the summer of this year, an evaluation of the 
programme has been conducted by Jane Scott of 
Abeona Consulting Limited. The end result extends to 
twenty seven pages, too much to be published in full here. 
But here is your opportunity to read the conclusions of 
that evaluation.

1. This short evaluation brought together information from 
a range of sources collected by different people 
across a six-year period. While this is not – and was 
never intended to be – a full pre- and post-evaluation 
of SafeBase, there are still some key findings from the 
work undertaken which resonate with the wider 
literature and build on After Adoption’s evaluation of 
the programme in 2011. The findings from this survey 
represent only a third of the views of parents and 
carers who had undertaken the course, however, 

SafeBase™ Evaluation – May 2017

The SafeBase Parenting Programme has become the flagship of our adoption support services. 
Since its introduction in 2010, ninety families have undertaken the home observations and 
attended the four days of training, the majority at our centre in Edinburgh, but also at Huntly in 
Aberdeenshire and Hamilton, South Lanarkshire. Families from throughout Scotland, experiencing 
attachment difficulties with their adopted child,  have been given the tools and knowledge that is 
at the heart of SafeBase.
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these are consistent with the messages from the 
feedback forms that were completed by all 
those trained.

2. It is clear from the limited literature review 
undertaken as part of this evaluation that the 
point a child is placed for adoption with a new 
family is a time of excitement and anticipation, 
but can also bring anxiety and stress about 
whether parenting styles are appropriate and 
meet the child’s needs. There is often a 
particular need for advice and reassurance, 
particularly for families where children with 
behavioural or attachment difficulties had been 
placed. Many studies have focused on the 
outcomes for the parents and carers, and by 
proxy, their children; few measure childrens’ 
outcomes directly.

3. It is clear that participants, who attend the 
training, are a diverse group with different 
childhood experiences and different approaches 
to parenting and managing family conflict, but 
are often dealing with similar challenging 
behaviours from their children including 
impulsiveness, immaturity, aggression or anxiety, 
and managing the child’s ability to manipulate 
situations and other children. The period of 
excitement of a new family member joining the 
household can be coupled with conflict and 
stress. It is within this context that the empathy, 
skills and facilitation abilities of the trainers are 
crucial to allowing participants to take part and 
to the success of the training programme.

4. The immediate impact from attending the course is 
that SafeBase helps parents and carers to see 
past and understand their child’s behaviour. 
Participants reported changes in their responses 
both physically and emotionally to challenging 
situations, and discussed how they employ the 

practical techniques such as distraction and 
Theraplay™. Staying calm was an often repeated 
phrase.

5. Despite the limitations to the research, the 
findings demonstrate that SafeBase acts as a 
platform for long-lasting change and that it 
continues to impact on family relationships and 
children’s development. Families will use the 
techniques to a greater or less extent depending 
on the needs of the children.

6. Statement from a 2010 programme participant 
interviewed:

“I may use some techniques unconsciously 
but do not use specific techniques day to 
day as it is hard to remember them. However 
the course was only the beginning of my 
journey of understanding which continues to 
this day. It did not change things overnight 

- the behaviours were too entrenched for that. 
We are hopefully however seeing gradual 
incremental changes in the right direction 
although at times of stress the behaviours 
re-emerge.”

7. Participants also recognised that the training 
would be useful for both other professionals 
such as health and education, for wider family 
members especially grandparents. Participants 
also felt that some formal and informal ongoing 
support following the training would be 
beneficial.

8. SafeBase does not change things immediately 
and challenges for families do not go away, but 
in the words of this participant in 2016:

“Our relationship has been helped. At the 
moment we have lots of professionals 
involved, many have commented upon my 
tolerance and patience in responding to the 
many challenges my son has. He has 
assaulted me, stolen from me, destroyed the 
home, but when I’m centred I can 
instinctively remember to see things from his 
point of view, consider why he’s angry and 
upset.”

 



Here are exploits of some of our wonderful fundraisers…
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Fundraising Round-up

We enjoyed the journey and the walk. I am very proud of our 
achievement and hope that the money we raised will make a 
difference.

What a fantastic experience this was, from start to 
finish fabulous and very rewarding, yes with a few 
hick ups along the way, but the good overall feeling 
of accomplishment and proud remains.

After our wedding last year, I was struggling a little 
bit, we had planned our wedding for 2 years, the 
wedding day itself and our honeymoon were 
absolutely amazing, but I fell in a bit of a hole 
afterwards, all of a sudden there was nothing to 
plan and look forward to anymore (which is of 
course not true, but that’s what it felt like). So, I 
decided I needed something to do and that’s 
when I thought doing the Kiltwalk would be great. 

After signing up, we sat down and had a think 
about which charity we would like to support. We 
had a few different charities in mind, but in the 
end, we decided to go with the Society. It’s a 
cause close to heart, as my husband was fostered 
himself from a young age. His foster parents are 
fantastic and have made a huge difference to his 

life. He is very fortunate to also have his ‘real’ dad 
around. We wanted to support the great work that 
the SACS do and help children in Scotland to find 
a loving and secure homes.

I had heaps of ideas for the fundraising, firstly, 
since I am a keen photographer, I put together a 
2017 charity calendar with all sorts of different 
landscape photos I took in 2016. The timing was 
great, as we signed up to the Kiltwalk in 
November, giving me enough time to have the 
calendars printed and sell them. That was our 
fundraising off the mark, I then set up a Virgin 
Giving Page for people to sponsor us online and 
also printed off paper sponsorship forms, our 
colleagues, family and friends where all very 
generous. As a final fundraising push before the 
Kiltwalk, we organised a Charity Mixology and 

night out with friends and also a Bonus Ball Draw, 
our price was an A4 charcoal family or pet portrait 
by Iain Montgomery, who is a very talented artist 
and one of our friends. Our fundraising efforts 
came to a total of £739.23, this was topped up 
with £295.69 by the Kiltwalk and The Hunter 
Foundation, taking our grand total to £1,034.92. 

It took me about three days to get over the sore 
muscles . But the whole experience was worth it! 
We enjoyed the journey and the walk. I am very 
proud of our achievement and hope that the 
money we raised will make a difference to kids in 
Scotland. 

Iska Birnie 

Chris and Iska Birnie’s Aberdeen Kiltwalk
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Laura Armstrong and Derek 
Chalmers – Great Scottish Run
I wanted children, but unfortunately Mother Nature 
decided this was not to be. My husband and I 
began the process of looking into adopting a child 
in January 2015.

Our son was placed with us in February 2017, 
and has brought so much joy and laughter to our 
lives. He has settled so well and we are incredibly 
lucky with how resilient he has proven himself to 
be. Children who are fostered or adopted have all 
experienced loss and upheaval, and continued 
support and guidance are essential to them and 
all branches of their family.

Our thanks to Iska, Chris, Laura and Derek for 
their great efforts on our behalf. Let me just add 
some other grateful thanks to The John Gordon 
Charitable Trust, The Iain Stewart Foundation, The 
James Weir Foundation, The CPF Trust, The Tay 
Charitable Trust, The Clipper Foundation, The 
Hugh Fraser Foundation, The JTH Charitable 
Trust, The PF Charitable Trust, The Kintore 
Charitable Trust, The W M Mann Foundation, The 
Royal Caledonian Charities Trust, The Lady 
Marian Gibson Trust, The Martin Connell 
Charitable Trust, The Gloag Foundation, The 

Ryvoan Trust and the Dullatur Foundation, all for 
their magnificent support of our core adoption 
and adoption support services.

I would particularly like to thank The Robertson 
Trust for their three year funding of After Adoption 
Support and for the two year funding of our 
Concurrent Care programme by The R S 
Macdonald Charitable Trust and The Cattanach 
Charitable Trust.

Dan Docwra fundraiser

The two years of leading up to this, and the 
reality of adopting a child, has highlighted the 
excellent work that is done to support children 
and adults involved in adoption.

On October 1st 2017, my older brother Derek 
and I ran, walked, limped and crawled The 
Great Scottish Run 10K to raise funds and 
awareness for the Society. And, just to add to 
the fun, we were both dressed as my son’s 
hero… Spider-Man!

Laura Armstrong 

Christmas and the New Year are nearly 
upon is, what will 2018 usher in for the 
Society?

(above left) Darek and Laura almost there… 
(above right) …finally over the finishing line.

www.sacsadopt.scot
Visit our website, find us on Facebook or follow on Twitter,  
for all our latest news.

@StAndrewsChildrensSociety @sacsadopt



Here is some useful advice to keep everyone happy, and enjoy the festive period.

  Shop wisely and buy toys that meet safety 
requirements 
When shopping for Christmas presents, always 
head to reputable retailers, who take care about 
the products they stock year-round. Markets or 
temporary shops often sell illegally imported 
toys that are unlikely to conform to strict toy 
safety requirements. Counterfeit goods may 
have low prices but are illegal, are not made to 
proper safety standards and can be dangerous 
for little ones.

  Ensure toys are age appropriate 
Make sure that the toys you give are 
appropriate for the child’s age, as babies and 
toddlers can choke on small parts or swallow 
harmful components. Toys that are not intended 
for very young children are clearly marked.

  Keep small things out of your child’s reach 
Look out for small things that young children 
can choke on. Put small decorations high out of 
reach, tidy away small plastic toys from 
crackers and put small batteries (particularly 
the round, silver ones) out of reach of little 
fingers.

  Sleep safety and child-proofing away  
from home 
If you’re staying with relatives or friends over 
Christmas, remember that the top bunk of bunk 
beds can be dangerous for children under 6 
years. And bear in mind that safety items you 
might have at home, such as stairgates and 
cupboard locks, might not be available where 
you’re staying.

  Keep the stairs clear 
On the big day itself, make sure stairs are free 
from clutter. Children will be rushing around to 
find visitors, open presents and play with their 
new toys, so remove things that could cause a 
bad fall down stairs.

  Keep children out of the kitchen 
The kitchen can be a hectic place on Christmas 
day. So keep young children out of the kitchen 
while you’re preparing Christmas dinner and all 
the trimmings, to avoid burns and scalds. One in 
10 children’s accidents happen in the kitchen.

  Remove alcohol 
Clear away any bottles of alcohol and the last 
dregs of drinks left in glasses as even small 
amounts of alcohol can poison young children.

  Lock away medicines 
Make sure visitors to the house, such as 
grandparents, don’t leave medicines in places 
where children can find them, for example in 
handbags or counted out on bedside cabinets. 
Medicines are the most common cause of 
accidental poisoning in children, with everyday 
painkillers a frequent culprit.

  Be cautious with candles 
Keep candles away from Christmas trees and 
decorations. And don’t hang decorations from 
lights and heaters, as they can catch alight and 
burn easily.

  Turn off Christmas fairy lights and check 
smoke alarms 
Remember to turn off fairy lights and blow out 
candles before heading to bed. And check  
that your smoke alarms are working,  
so there’s time to get out if a  
fire does start.

10 top tips for 
Christmas Safety for Toddlers & Children
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