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Calling In

• I invite you to center your mind and your 
thoughts and call into this space one person who 
helped shape you into the person you are today. 
Whether connected through blood and/or love, 
whether they live in the present or live on in your 
heart – I invite you to hold space for this person, 
your family, in this moment.
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• My deepest gratitude to the parents who have 
and continue to share their stories bravely so 
that their families are safe and well and other 
families may see a better day. 



Starting from a Point of Shared 
Purpose



Journeyed from Afar
• Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes of Montana –

National Sobriety and Treatment Recovery Team 
(START)

• Louisville, Kentucky – Jefferson Family Recovery Court
• Fairfield, Franklin & Knox Counties, Ohio (Parenting 

with Ohio Parents)
• Monroe County - Upstate New York – (Promoting 

Reunification through Parenting Attachment 
Responsivity and Engagement)



Why Today?

• Eyes wide open
– You see and understand that the number of Black and 

Native American families entering your spaces is 
unacceptably high

• Committed to the way forward
– This is difficult work
– This is essential work



1. My Why for Doing this Work

2. Black and Indigenous Families in the Child Welfare 
System

3. Racism and Child Welfare

4. Faith’s Story

5. Some Basic Truths

Overview



Parenting is Hard: Parents Need Help





My Why for this Work

• Why Parents?
– 2012 – start of grass roots work with CWOP
– Family Reunification Study
– “First they take our men, then they come for our children”

• Why the Systems that Impact Them?
– My initial interest in trauma elucidated thankfully that it is 

possible to be a good parent with high trauma loads. What 
matters more for parenting self-efficacy are practical things like 
access to safe and affordable housing and “good” jobs



Sankofa Principle: To understand 
where we are and where we are 

headed – we must understand from 
whence we came



Race May Be Spurious but Racism is 
Real



Legal Disavowal of the Right to Family 

• Historical Trauma and Child Welfare
– Centuries long practice of the denial of the right to family: 

not to share time and joy, not to name, not to protect and 
raise

– Centuries long dispossession of the fundamental 
components (land, history culture) of stable family life and 
active family destruction policies “to save the man you 
must kill the Indian”

• This is an old injury and one that many parents who 
have been CW impacted connect this experience to to



What is Ingrained in the American 
psyche and DNA about Black and 

Native Families?

These attitudes and beliefs are 
transmitted into how we view parents 

and their right to family life.



Disproportionality

• Racism embedded in the fabric of everyday practices in 
CW

• The two ethnic/cultural groups who have suffered the 
heaviest burden of historical and contemporary trauma 
in America remain at the highest level of CW system 
involvement

• 15% of Native American and 12% of Black children 
have been placed in foster care between birth and age 
18 (Wildeman & Emanuel, 2014)



“If this system were truly devoted to protecting 
children and promoting their welfare, why weren’t 
the vast majority of its clients white? The United 
States has consistently reserved its best resources 
for white people. Black people have had to fight 
tooth and nail to gain access to services meant for 
whites only. Conversely, the institutions where 
government has confined Black people, like 
segregated schools, housing and prisons have 
been substandard. Why would this state system 
that takes children from their parents, be any 
different.”- Dorothy Roberts, Torn Apart, 2022



A History of Exclusion

• Segregation
• Access to entry marked by:

– Channeling into worst conditions
– Active labeling of Black children as “mentally ill, 

delinquent or even criminal” (Rosner & Markowitz, 1997)

• Primarily in-home, supportive model of family 
support switches to an out-of-home  service 
provision model



Passing of the Child Abuse and 
Protection Act
Desegregation

Increasingly Out of Home, 
Investigative and Punitive Model 

Evolves



Segregation Ends – A Good Thing?

• Once segregation was legally ended, and Black 
families gained access to services, the CW 
system became increasingly punitive, moving 
from a primarily in-home, supportive model to 
one that utilizes out-of-home placement as a 
viable option especially for families of color.



Disproportionality

• Quantification of the decades long higher 
number of reports made, accepted, removals, 
extended stays and worse outcomes for Black 
children and families (Harris & Hackett, 2008; 
Maloney et al., 2017; Shipe et al., 2017)



Faith’s Story

• Faith’s story begins at minute 11 and runs til around minute 23. All of the 
recordings from the convenings of the Narrowing the Front Door to Child 
Welfare Involvement for Black Families in NYC can be found on Youtube. 

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1sEgtPiMcyo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1sEgtPiMcyo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1sEgtPiMcyo


Some Basic Truths



Poverty is Not a Crime 

• The system has become an almost exclusive 
provider to the nation’s least financially 
resourced families and families of color

• Reminder that poverty is not a crime
• A challenge to the poverty argument – if lack of 

money is the issue, why is all the money spent 
around families (Investigations, out of home 
placements)



Substance Use and Mental Health 

• Everyone has mental health 
– How is this connected to their parenting efficacy?

• Many people use substances while they 
parent
– How is this connected to their parenting efficacy?



Imminent Risk of Harm

• Family separation can be harmful itself
• Is your agency able to assess whether the 

issue being faced by the family is more 
harmful than the harm of separation?
– Is there recourse for families to exit quickly if this 

assessment indicates that they should not be 
separated?



Simple Small Measures

• Who is Taking Up Space?

• Are you realistic about the limitations of the system 
families are expected to operate in?

• Are families in a better place after having engaged with 
your setting? If I asked a random selection of parents, 
would they answer the same? Would this differ by race?



Resources

• Narrowing the Front Door for Entry into Child Welfare for Black 
Families in NYC

• Rise Magazine

• Movement for Family Power

• Think of Us

• Fair Futures

https://sites.google.com/fordham.edu/narrowingthefrontdoor/home
https://www.risemagazine.org/
https://www.movementforfamilypower.org/
https://www.thinkof-us.org/
https://www.fairfuturesny.org/
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