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am a birth parent who lost my own children due to alcoholism and drug addiction. Although I 

never traditionally reunified with my children through child welfare, I’d like to share my experience 

that by working together with the adoptive parents of my children and putting the well-being of OUR 

children above all else, reunification has occurred. It took many years of hard work and loving our 

children and putting their well-being above our need to wield power and the legalities of adoption. 

I share these practice strategies from my own perspective as a birth parent. They are a resource that 

I believe may help child welfare to truly help parents like me in the journey of navigating a system that 

was created to “save the child” while not realizing that the well-being of a child is truly anchored in the 

well-being of their own parents. To quote one of my sons, after meeting and hugging him again after 8 

long years, he said: “I used to smell you all the time.”



1It’s important that child welfare service providers 
approach the goals of reunification with an open 
mind. Keep in mind that you may view a family in crisis, 
but the parent and the child may not recognize they 
are in crisis until the exact moment of removal. What 
you may view as a crisis, the family may view as their 

everyday way of life.

2
Acknowledge your biases and the impact they 
have on how you support the family. Although it is 
our desire to acknowledge and believe that families and 
young people are experts, you may still have ingrained 
beliefs that your role is to “save the child from their 
parents.” When we authentically engage parents and 
youth at the onset and throughout the process and help 
them to recognize their strengths and needs, we begin 
to realize that yes, indeed, families and youth are the 
experts in their lives.
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Be patient. This is the perfect opportunity to help 
parents realize their strengths, supports, and coping 
mechanisms, and why they use them. Take notes, 
highlight assets and liabilities that could help the parent 
identify those strengths and supports they may not 
recognize. Offer up more positive coping mechanisms 
that could help through the process and beyond 
reunification. At this point, parents may not believe 
they have any strengths and supports, and their coping 
mechanisms are more than likely not legal in any sense.

Child welfare staff may not understand what families 
face every day in their individual lives. Authentically 
engage families so that you begin to understand all 
the challenges they are facing and the support they need 
to keep their family together and in their own community.
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5Always complete reunification plans with 
meaningful input from the family.  When child 
welfare professionals do not engage parents in this 
process, they create “their plan” for the family to reunify 
and the family has no buy-in with this plan. This is 
where child welfare staff can play an unintended role for 

families to fail at reunification. 

6BIPOC children are more likely to languish in care and 
less likely to receive opportunities for services than 
their counterparts. Be sure that ALL families have 
access to family-centered lives.

7When families are authentically engaged and are made a 
part of the process of reunification with their child/youth, 

we begin to eliminate the fear of asking for help.
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