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A rapid check for professionals working with newcomer and
immigrant families in child welfare, education, and health.



The 3‑Lens Check

Lens 2 – Post‑Migration Stress 
Could this behaviour be linked to settlement stress: poverty, housing
insecurity, language barriers, loss of status, discrimination, or trauma
exposure?
Has the family recently experienced major transitions (move, job loss,
separation, asylum process, detention)?
Are caregiver reactions (shut‑down, irritability, confusion) consistent with
trauma and chronic stress rather than lack of care?

Lens 1 – Harm & Safety  
Is there clear, current harm or imminent danger to this child?  
Would this be a concern in any family, regardless of culture or background?  
Are basic needs (food, shelter, supervision, urgent health care) being met?

Lens 3 – Culture & Meaning 
What does this parenting practice mean in the family’s culture (care, respect,
protection, preparation for adulthood)?
Has anyone asked the family to explain their intentions, values, and history in
their own words, with an interpreter if needed?
Is there variation within the community (do other families from similar
backgrounds parent differently)?



 Stop -  Check -  Ask

STOP – Notice your first reaction. Are you responding to
actual harm, or to something that simply feels unfamiliar?  

CHECK – Run the situation through all three lenses: safety,
post‑migration stress, and culture.  

ASK – Before concluding “abuse” or “neglect,” seek
consultation (cultural broker, supervisor, community
partner) and clarify with the family.

Use this card to slow down automatic assumptions and reduce unnecessary child welfare involvement for newcomer
families while still protecting children.



Cultural Differences or Red Flags?
Quick Matrix for Frontline Decisions

Discipline & Emotional Tone

Likely Cultural Difference – Explore & Support
- Caregiver describes mild, non‑injurious physical correction or firm tone used
rarely and without fear in the child.  
- Child reports feeling loved and safe, even if discipline is strict.  
- Caregiver shows openness to learning about local laws and alternative
strategies.

Likely Red Flag – Act & Support  
- Injuries, marks, or use of objects; discipline that involves humiliation, threats,
or prolonged isolation.  
- Child expresses fear of caregiver or discloses ongoing harsh treatment.  
- Caregiver justifies or minimizes harm; refuses any discussion about safer
approaches.



Supervision & Sibling Care

Likely Cultural Difference – Explore & Support 
- Older teen provides care while adults are nearby, reachable, and
have clear rules.  
- Short periods where siblings help each other in a generally safe,
child‑proofed environment.  
- Family actively seeking safer childcare options but facing cost or
access barriers.

Likely Red Flag – Act & Support  
- Young child regularly left alone, or a young sibling left in charge
for long periods.  
- Unsafe home or neighbourhood (fire risks, open windows,
violence) with no adult present.  
- Prior incidents of injury, police calls, or neighbour reports related
to lack of supervision.



School Engagement & Services

Likely Cultural Difference – Explore & Support 
- Parent attends meetings but is quiet, relies on the child to
interpret, or appears shy / uncertain.  
- Absences are explained by settlement tasks (appointments,
immigration hearings) or temporary crises, and the parent wants to
problem‑solve.  
- Parent expresses respect for school authority but is unfamiliar
with expectations for communication.

Likely Red Flag – Act & Support  
- Chronic absenteeism or tardiness without explanation; school
cannot reach caregivers.  
- Parent repeatedly ignores safety plans or school requests even
after interpretation and support.  
- Escalating concerns (violence, severe behaviour) with no
caregiver follow‑through.



Housing, Poverty & Daily Care

Likely Cultural Difference – Explore & Support 
- Crowded household with multiple family members sharing space, but
clear caregiving roles and supervision.  
- Poverty‑related challenges (older furniture, shared rooms) where
basic safety and hygiene are maintained.  
- Caregivers actively seeking better housing or financial stability; open
to referrals.

Likely Red Flag – Act & Support 
- Severe hazards: exposure to violence, unsecured weapons, fire risks,
structural dangers, no food, or untreated infestations.  
- Caregiver unable or unwilling to address urgent safety issues even
when offered help.  
- Frequent moves or evictions resulting in children missing school,
losing health care, or sleeping in unsafe locations



Caregiver Behaviour & Mental Health

Likely Cultural Difference – Explore & Support  
- Reserved affect, limited eye contact, indirect communication
style, or deference to authority.  
- Grief reactions and worry related to migration losses, war, or
separation, with ongoing caregiving still evident.

Likely Red Flag – Act & Support  
- Caregiver appears intoxicated, disoriented, or completely
unavailable to meet basic needs.  
- Clear signs of severe mental illness, suicidality, or family violence
posing immediate risk to the child.  
- Ongoing emotional cruelty, threats, or rejection that undermine
the child’s safety or attachment.



Before You Conclude “Neglect” or “Abuse” – Ask
Yourself:

- Have I separated harm from difference, and stress response from
caregiving capacity?
- Did I use an interpreter or cultural broker instead of relying on
the child to translate?
- Have I documented the family’s own explanation of the
behaviour and its meaning?  
- Have I paired any investigative action with concrete supports
(income, housing, mental health, settlement, community
connection)?
- Have I consulted with a supervisor or specialist about potential
bias or blind spots in this case?



For use in child welfare, education,
health, and settlement services.

Adapt to local legislation and policy.
Informed by research on immigrant

child health, trauma‑ and
violence‑informed care, and

culturally responsive child welfare
practice
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