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6. Representing Children in High Conflict Cases 

a. Child Development 
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ii. Child Development Guidelines and Implications for 
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iii. Age Appropriate Interview Questions - Guidelines  
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CONTINUUM OF QUESTIONS 

Children provide the best and most accurate information when they are able to freely recall the 
information they are providing to adults.  Research in the fields of child psychology and 
development has shown that gathering accurate information from children is best 
accomplished by using open-ended prompts and questions.  When asked questions by adults, 
children are prone to wanting to give the answer that they perceive to be the right answer in 
the eyes of an adult, so it is important to avoid the suggestion of ideas when speaking with 
children. 

Various types of questions are listed below.  These are listed in order from the least structured 
and most open-ended type of questions to the most structured and close-ended type of 
questions.  The purpose of this list is to help think about the formation of questions that are 
asked of clients, keeping in mind that the open-ended questions (top of the list) will produce 
the most reliable information when speaking with children. 

1. Broad Narrative Invitation:  A broad narrative invitation is simply asking a child to speak
about any topic.  Depending on a child’s developmental level, they may be able to
provide a good deal of information just based on an invitation to speak.  The idea is to
let the child talk as much as they can without asking additional questions or otherwise
interjecting into the narrative.  Example: “Tell me about school / your family / your
house.”

2. Focused Narrative Invitation:  Focused narrative invitations are similar to broad
narrative invitations, but they include a specific topic or item attached to the invitation.
The focus can be something of special interest to the person asking the question or can
be based off of something that the child already mentioned but that may warrant
further inquiry.  Example: “Tell me what you do when you get home from school.” or
“You mentioned your grandmother.  Can you tell me more about her?”

3. Detail Questions:  Detail questions are open-ended questions that ask for a specific
piece of information.  When an adult is seeking specific information, it may become
necessary to direct the child’s attention to the specific detail that is of interest.  “Who,”
“what,” “when,” “where,” and “how” questions can fill in these details without
suggesting any specific answer to children.  Examples: “What things did you do when
you visited you dad?” and “How many times did that happen?”

4. Multiple Choice Questions:  Multiple choice questions are open-ended questions that
pose options for the person being asked.  If an adult is seeking a specific piece of
information and the child is having trouble understanding or responding to a detail
question, it can be helpful to them to be given options for the answer.  Example: “When
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you see your mother, would you like to see her at her home, at your home, out in 
public, or somewhere else?” 
 

5. Yes-No:  Similar to multiple choice questions, these can help a child form a response to a 
detail-oriented question.  It is generally useful to follow up from a yes-no question with 
an open-ended question that allows a child to give more information.  Example: “Does 
Daddy ever spank you?  Can you tell me about that?” 
 

6. Leading and Suggestive Questions:  These questions prompt specific responses from 
children or otherwise guide children to give information in a certain way.  Information 
gathered using leading or suggestive questions is not reliable, and it is important not to 
depend on these questions when gathering information from children.  Examples:  “Your 
aunt is the best person to take care of you, isn’t she?” or asking “Does your uncle smoke 
marijuana?” when the client has not indicated such. 
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Guidelines for Age-Appropriate Interview Questions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dark shading indicates that a developmentally “typical” child may be able to answer these types of 

questions. Light shading indicates that some children at that age may have the capacity to answer these 

question types.  

 

Remember: age and ability are enhancers; trauma affects how events are stored and recalled. 

 

Allison M. Foster, Ph.D., Assessment & Resource Center, Columbia, SC, 2015 
 

   C-O-N-C-R-E-T-E                                          A-B-S-T-R-A-C-T 

Age Who What Where 1x /  

›1x 

How 

 

Sequencing  When # Times 

3         

4         

5-6         

7-9         

10-12         

13+         



 

 

Background Questions for a Therapist 
 

The child in your case may be receiving therapy. With an appointment order and/or release 
signed by the legal custodian, you should be able to speak with a child’s therapist to get greater 
insight into her emotional well-being.  (You should consider, however, whether speaking with 

the therapist will interfere with the therapeutic relationship.) 
 

 There is background information about the provider and the service being provided that may 
help give a fuller picture of the therapy and the weight that the provider’s opinions should be 
given. This document has some question relating to that background information. As always, 

feel free to discuss with your CLC mentor. 
 
 

Qualifications 
• Are you licensed?  What license do you have? 

o [Verify license status in DC here: 
https://app.hpla.doh.dc.gov/Weblookup/] 

• How long have you been practicing as therapist?  
• What treatment modalities are you trained in?  
• What treatment modalities are you actively using? 
• What are the presenting behaviors/concerns of the population 

you normally work with?  My client? 
• How often do you receive supervision?  

o What is your supervisor’s licensure?  
• What ongoing training do you receive?  

 
Treatment Planning 

• How do you develop treatment plans?  
• Do you use any screening tools? (such as Child Behavior 

Checklist) 
• Do you do any collateral contacts? 
• Do you obtain assessments and evaluations done by other 

agencies?  
• At what stage do you develop the treatment plan? (before first 

session, after one session, etc.) 



  

 

Treatment Process 
• What are your current treatment goals? 
• How often do you review treatment plans/goals? 

o Do you ever revise diagnosis and treatment goals?  
• Do you write monthly/quarterly/etc. reports?  

o Request to review reports 
• Where do you meet with my client (office, home, school, other) 

o How do you decide where to meet? 
o Do you ever change locations? If so, how do you decide?  

• How often do you involve caregivers?  
o What does this look like?  
o Legal custodians and/or biological parents?  
o Check-ins by phone? 

• What agencies do you refer to for additional services/supports?  
o Does my client need any additional supports? 

• Is your treatment time-limited? 
• What is my client’s prognosis? 
• How do you work with psychiatrists, or other providers?  
• Are you able to attend treatment team meetings?  
• Have you ever testified?  

o Are you open/able to testify? 
o Request current resume or CV 

 
Termination 

• Do you/your agency have a policy for terminating due to non-
attendance? 

• How do you decide when to terminate?  
• What does your termination process look like? 

o How long does the process of terminating take?  How do 
you decide? 

o How do you decide which referrals to make? 



 

 

 

Recognizing and Managing Conflict 
  

No meaningful change takes place without some conflict - the goal is not to make it go 
away, but to make it constructive. Use this guide to help identify and manage conflict 
when it arises in your case work.  
 

Conflict Escalation 
Escalation refers to an increase in the intensity of the conflict and an increase in the severity of the tactics. 
Consider this context to evaluate and understand the conflict in your cases.  
 

Nonverbal and verbal signs of escalation  

• Sudden change in body language or tone  

• Pacing, restless, or repetitive movements 

• Clenched jaws or fists 

• Exaggerated or violent gestures 

• Shallow, rapid breathing 

• An increase in disruptive behavior 

• A change in the type of eye contact 
 

Note: It is important to remain culturally humble in assessing individuals’ behaviors. The biggest indicator 
of escalation is often a sudden change in behavior. 

 

What happens when conflict escalates1 

Five things can happen when conflict escalates: 

• Parties transition from promises and persuasive augments to threats and sometimes violence. 

• More issues and more energy focused on conflict. 

• Issue(s) change from specific to general, and the relationship deteriorates. Parties may dehumanize 
each other.  

• More people become involved. 

• Parties’ goals shift to winning and hurting each other.  

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           

1 “Making Sense of Conflict/ Escalation & De-escalation,” Irish Traveller Movement Conflict, accessed July 3, 2018.  
http://itmconflictmgmt.com/making-sense-of-conflict/escalation-de-escalation/  

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiaoYy1qIPcAhVix1kKHXgdD5YQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https://pixabay.com/en/argument-conflict-discussion-fight-1299108/&psig=AOvVaw1rV8pCBKwiDJPd6ROODTee&ust=1530720452310103
http://itmconflictmgmt.com/making-sense-of-conflict/escalation-de-escalation/


  

 

 

Conflict De-escalation 

These strategies can be useful in managing and redirecting conflict to be 
more productive. 

 

Know yourself 
• Understand your own reaction to conflict. Where in your body do you experience conflict?  

• Consider coping skills you can use in the moment to ease your own natural response, such as breathing 
deeply or counting to 10 silently. 

 
Use active listening 

• Reflection and validation can increase productivity.  
o "I really appreciate your willingness to discuss this difficult issue." 
o “What I hear you saying is ____” 

• Ask open-ended questions to allow individuals to frame their own narrative. 

• If someone is repeating themselves, they do not feel heard. Pause and ask what would help. 
 

Break it down 
• Tackle one area of conflict at a time. Pause to make a list. 

Reframe 
• Model neutral language. Reframe critical or harsh language. 

• Neutralize a concern to be about the issue rather than the person. For example, if one party identifies 
the other party's lateness to visits as an issue, reframe it as “scheduling” rather than “their lateness.” 

 

Encourage fairness 
• Ensure each party has uninterrupted time to speak. 

• Encourage parties to utilize "I" statements and focus on issues, not on the other's personality. 
 

Consider strengths 
• Was there a time the parties were able to work together to solve a problem?  

• Acknowledge that they both feel passionately about their child(ren). 
 

Focus on interests and values 
• Identify the underlying interests or values driving positions and look for commonalities  

o "It sounds like ___ is important to you." 
o "I think I heard you say you are looking for ____. So is that about ____(value) for you?" 

 

Look to the future 
• Conversations about the past usually lead to more arguing.  

• Focus on "What do you want to see happen in the future?" 
 

Take a break 
• Take a 10 minute breather or come back another day. 

 


	6. Tab Cover Page
	2020 Custody Guardian ad Litem
	Training Manual

	A. i.  Child Development and Family Dynamics
	A. ii. Child Development Guidelines and Implications for Visitation
	B. i. Continuum of Questions
	B. ii. Interviewing Children Resources
	B. iii. Age Appropriate Interview Questions - Guideline
	C. Questions to Ask a Therapist
	Qualifications
	Treatment Planning
	Treatment Process
	Termination

	D. Recognizing and Managing Conflict



