

UNDERSTANDING CHILDRENS EXPERIENCES
THREE HOUSES

The three houses technique[footnoteRef:1] helps a child or family think about and discuss risks, strengths, hopes and dreams. It is usually most effective with older children or with families where you are finding it difficult to devise an effective intervention plan. You can use it with individuals or with a group.  [1:  This technique was developed by independent social work consultant Andrew Turnell and is mentioned in the Eileen Munro review.
] 

What resources do I need?
You need three large pieces of paper (A3 or bigger), one for each house, and pens, crayons or pencils. 
What do I do?
You, or the child, should draw three houses on each sheet of paper (one house on each piece of paper). 
Label the houses:-
· House of Worries 
· House of Good Things
· House of Hopes & Dreams
Start inside. Inside the first house the child or family should write down anything internal that makes them scared or worried such as self-perceptions, values, beliefs, thoughts and feelings. Inside the second house, write down anything internal that makes them feel positive and happy.
Around the outside of the first two houses the child or family should write anything external that makes them scared or makes them happy and positive such as wider family members, peers, school etc.
For the house of hopes and dreams, you could ask the ‘miracle question’ – what would life be like if there was a miracle overnight and you woke up in a perfect world?
Once you have completed the drawings, discuss what is needed to address the fears, bolster the strengths and achieve the hopes and dreams. Your first focus should be on resources within the family, as this will increase their motivation and avoid giving the impression that external support is being imposed. 



Warnings
You should be careful about interpreting what is drawn or shown too literally. For example, if they draw a picture of a man and a women fighting, this would not necessarily mean they have experienced domestic violence. Drawings / modelling are a way for the child to express an emotional state or process something they have seen or experienced.
You should avoid questioning where the child places things. For example, you can ask why they have put their mother on the second island but you should not say: ‘Oh, but I would have thought your mummy should be on island one?” The child may end up trying to please you (or displease you.)
There may also be immediate reasons why a child has put something on either the second or third islands – for example, they may put their pet cat on island two because the cat scratched them earlier in the day.
As you can see from the picture above, the child has drawn things such as brothers, sister, my heart and love, my brain, godfather, friends, a peace sign and a baby blanket on Island one. On Island two, they have drawn their cat, cousins, aunt and uncle and some other children. On island three, they have drawn sadness and their father being handcuffed by two police officers (this may not be immediately obvious from the actual drawing- it came through discussion with the child of what she was drawing). They have also decorated the islands by drawing the sea and some jagged rocks around the third island
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