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Th is book is dedicated to my parents
Hazel and Jerry Tobis
who created a family in which love and
social justice were paramount.   
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  PREFACE   

 In the morning of March 16, 2011 it was raining in New York. Nevertheless 
by 9:30 Arnhold Hall at the New School University off  Sixth Avenue in 
Manhattan was fi lled with close to 200 leaders of the city’s child welfare 
system. Th e city and state commissioners, foster care agency executive 
directors, caseworkers, and parents had gathered to talk about parent 
advocates in the foster care system. Parent advocates are mothers and 
some fathers whose children had been placed in foster care. Whereupon, 
these parents changed the behavior that caused them to lose their kids, 
regained custody of them, underwent training, and were now working in 
foster care agencies helping other parents struggling with the types of 
problems they had overcome. 

 Th e forum was the culmination of 20 years of parents organizing on the 
outside, moving to the inside, fi ghting to have their needs addressed and 
their opinions heard, and fi nally having their work valued and funded by 
government and voluntary agencies. Th e forum was an acknowledgment 
that parents and the parents’ movement had played an important role in 
reforming New York City’s child welfare system. 

 Th e mood of the forum was festive. John B. Mattingly, commissioner of 
New York City’s Administration for Children’s Services, praised the work 
of parent advocates, but also joked that his middle initial stood for Bosco, 
which he said explained why he had so many problems as a child. Gladys 
Carrion, commissioner of New York State’s Offi  ce of Children and Family 
Services, talked about the important contribution of parent advocates 
in casework, but joked self-critically that it took her a year and a half to 
change a line in New York State regulations—regulations that her offi  ce 
controlled—to encourage agencies to use parent advocates in their case-
work. Jim Purcell, executive director of the Council of Family and Child 
Caring Agencies, which represents most foster care and preventive ser-
vice agencies in New York State, said the system had reached the tipping 
point—he said we are no longer asking why parent advocates should be 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

00_Tobis_FM.indd   ix00_Tobis_FM.indd   ix 2/13/2013   9:32:02 PM2/13/2013   9:32:02 PM



[x] Preface

used in child welfare but when will agencies be able to hire parent advo-
cates for every family that could benefi t from one. Th e forum was a cele-
bration not only of parent advocates but of how they have improved case 
practice. As Commissioner Mattingly said, “Everywhere you look in this 
city where we are doing our best work . . . where the best is happening, you 
will fi nd parent advocates around.” 

 Th e forum was organized by the Parent Advocate Initiative, an ad-hoc 
steering committee representing many of the key entities in New York’s 
child welfare system—city and state governments, advocates, service pro-
viders, and parents. Parent advocates and their allies, who had once been 
at war with the city’s child welfare administration, had collaborated with 
that administration for the previous 3 years to promote the hiring of par-
ent advocates in foster care agencies. Th e advocates were parents who had 
overcome ordinary and extraordinary diffi  culties—fi ghting uncontrolla-
bly with their adolescent children, depression, drug and alcohol addiction, 
living on the street, and domestic violence. Th ese parents had changed 
their lives, reunited with their children, and participated in training by 
the Child Welfare Organizing Project (CWOP) that prepared them to 
work in foster care agencies, where they coached parents who were going 
through what they went through. Other parent advocates had become 
community organizers and orators on behalf of parent advocacy, speak-
ing truth to power—that families’ needs must be met—before audiences 
ranging from city commissioners to the New York State Assembly. Th ey 
were among the 100 or more parents who had become embroiled in the 
child welfare system now working in New York City foster care agencies, 
preventive service programs, law fi rms, and advocacy organizations. 

 In some ways the gathering was the culmination of a 20-year strug-
gle for parents who had been pariahs and were now partners. Twenty 
years before, no parent who had had a child in “the system” had ever been 
employed by a foster care agency. Back then, and for as long as child wel-
fare systems existed in the United States, poor parents had been pariahs, 
frequently demonized in the media and often disregarded or disrespected 
by the caseworkers and agencies that were supposed to help them and 
their families. Th ey were usually voiceless on their own cases and invari-
ably absent from the tables where heated battles for resources and power 
in child welfare took place. Th e March 16 forum was a sign of how much 
things had changed. 

 Several parent advocates spoke at the forum. One of them, Felicia 
Alleyne-Davis, had a successful 20-year career with Verizon as a cus-
tomer service representative. But after she gave birth prematurely to a 
son, Tyrese, who was diagnosed with cerebral palsy, and her husband was 
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PR E FA C E [ XI ]

arrested and put in prison, where he would remain for 8 years, she spiraled 
downward into alcohol abuse. When Tyrese was placed into foster care 
with New Alternatives for Children, Alleyne-Davis voluntarily entered an 
in-patient substance abuse program, which she completed, and began to 
repair her life. After several years she became a parent advocate at the 
same agency and described her experience working there:

  From being a client to a colleague as a parent advocate in the beginning was 

a tough pill for some workers to swallow. Upper management of the agency 

received me with open arms. When it came down to the supervisors and the 

case planners, it was a brick wall. Are you here to side with the parents against 

us? No, I’m here to level out the playing fi eld. I’m here to give parents a voice. 

Th ey have rights too.   

 Th e fi ve executive directors of voluntary foster care agencies who spoke 
were in unanimous agreement that parent advocates improve case prac-
tice. Bill Baccaglini, executive director of New York Foundling Hospital, 
one of the oldest, largest, and most powerful child welfare agencies in the 
city, described the importance of hiring enough parent advocates to work 
with the thousands of families who could benefi t from their coaching. 
Richard Altman, executive director of the Jewish Child Care Association 
(JCCA), one of the oldest and largest Jewish child welfare agencies, said he 
was inspired by the parent advocates and has used them in his agency for 
many years. Jeremy Kohomban, executive director of Children’s Village, 
one of the oldest and largest Protestant child welfare agencies, closed the 
event by saying:

  I am convinced that I will never know the true excitement of this work until 

our organizations are overfl owing with parents and youth who are imbedded 

in our day-to-day struggles.   

 But the forum was also a time of concern about the future. As the chair-
man of the steering committee that organized the forum, I spoke about 
my worry that although everyone—parents, caseworkers, supervisors, 
and executive directors—agreed that parent advocates improve case prac-
tice, parent advocacy might remain a boutique program on the margins 
of the child welfare system. Baccaglini expressed a similar concern. He 
praised the two parent advocates working in his agency, but then added 
that New York Foundling has 1,000 children in its care; most of their par-
ents, he said, could benefi t from a parent advocate. He wondered whether 
government would allocate the money needed to hire them. 
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[xii] Preface

 Th e forum grew out of a movement of parents and their allies  working 
over a span of 20 years to reform New York’s child welfare system. 
Th is book is about that movement and the people in it—parents whose 
 children were placed into foster care who then turned their lives around, 
and commissioners, lawyers, foundation offi  cers, social workers, and 
agency executives who implemented changes in the system. It is about the 
unprecedented changes parents and their allies brought about.  
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  Until lions have their historians,  
  tales of the hunt shall only glorify the hunter.  

  African Proverb   
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  INTRODUC TION 

  Tracey Carter  i   is an attractive, middle-aged, hard-working African-
American mom. She wears neat jeans and a bright blue slicker with “Bridge 
Builders” written in large white letters on the back. She is a parent orga-
nizer who works in the storefront offi  ce of Bridge Builders on the corner 
of Ogden Avenue and 164th Street in the Highbridge section of the south-
west Bronx. She helps parents who are struggling to come back “from the 
other side,” as she describes her former life. No one would imagine that six 
of Tracey’s 11 children had been in foster care and that she spent 13 years 
on the streets smoking crack. 

 Tracey is part of a growing number of mothers and some fathers in New 
York City and elsewhere who have been through hell. Th ey were victims 
of domestic violence, homelessness, and poverty. Some became depend-
ent on drugs. Many neglected their children, and some were subjects of 
a malicious, false report of abuse or neglect. Th ey all had the crushing, 
enraging, and at times transforming experience of having their children 
taken from them and put into foster care by the city government’s child 
protective service department. 

 Th ese parents changed their lives over several years. Many recognized 
their role in the harm they caused their children; others, whose children 
were removed in violation of the parent’s rights, fought to right the wrong. 
Th ey all battled to regain custody of their kids. Many entered drug treat-
ment programs, got intensive counseling, moved out of their abusive rela-
tionships, got jobs, fi led lawsuits, and were reunited with their children. 

 Some like Tracey took the next step and were trained as parent orga-
nizers. Th ey learned how the child welfare system operates, how to help 
themselves and others, and how to fi ght against child welfare policies 

  i  .   All parents profi led in this book agreed to have their real name used. Th e names 
of parents in stories they wrote in other publications are also their real names.  

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

00_Tobis_FM.indd   xvii00_Tobis_FM.indd   xvii 2/13/2013   9:32:02 PM2/13/2013   9:32:02 PM



[xviii] Introduction

and practices that too often leave families victimized by a system that is 
supposed to help them. 

 Hundreds of these parents in New York City—mostly women, mostly 
African-Americans and Latinas, almost all poor—have found what is best 
within themselves, have transformed their lives, and are working one-on-
one to help other mothers and fathers transform their lives. A few work 
as community organizers who strive to end the systemic abuses of the 
enormous, impersonal, often mismanaged child welfare bureaucracy. 
Th ey worked alongside their allies to change child welfare—child welfare 
commissioners who recognized that their bureaucracies have mistreated 
many families, social workers who collaborated with parents, foundation 
offi  cers who used their resources to help parents and advocates, and law-
yers who protected the rights of these indefatigable parents. 

 Th e book presents their perspective as the product of participant obser-
vation. During most of the period covered in the book I was the executive 
director of the Child Welfare Fund, which provided grants to parent orga-
nizations, advocacy groups, child welfare agencies, and the Administration 
for Children’s Services (ACS) to reform the city’s child welfare system. 
In addition, I had a direct role in administering two programs, Bridge 
Builders in the south Bronx, which helps families stay together, and the 
Parent Advocate Initiative, which promoted the hiring of parent advocates 
in foster care agencies. As a participant in the changes brought about in 
the past 20 years, my beliefs, or biases if you disagree with them, are 
woven into the pages of this book. First I believe that except in extreme 
situations when a child is in imminent danger, it is better for children to 
live with their families than to live in someone else’s family or in a group 
home or in an institution. Decades of research support this conclusion. 1  
Nevertheless, many families need help—child care, a job, better housing, 
health care, counseling, guidance to parent better—so that children can 
remain safely at home. Second, child welfare, and the movement to reform 
it, should be based primarily on rights not on service needs. Th at princi-
ple is enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC), and in countless other documents that are often disre-
garded when it comes to families of children in the child welfare system. 
Th e United States is the only country in the United Nations that has not 
ratifi ed the CRC, now that Somalia has agreed to sign. 2  And fi nally, I look 
at social change as a sociologist not as a social worker. My focus has been 
to analyze power, to infl uence how power is used, and to create a counter-
vailing force to change a system as large and intransigent as New York’s 
child welfare system. I believe that organized parents and their allies are 
the main constituency to create that countervailing force. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N [ XIX ]

 Th e book describes the signifi cant changes in child welfare that occurred 
in the past 20 years. Th e number of children in foster care decreased from 
almost 50,000 in 1992 to under 14,000 today. More families receive preven-
tive services so that their families can remain safely together. And many par-
ents now have quality legal representation when they appear in family court. 
But the book argues not just that parents and their allies contributed to these 
changes, but that parents were decisive in bringing them about. Without their 
personal, active, and organized involvement in a movement, the changes 
would not have been as deep or lasted as long, though there have been set-
backs and limits to the reforms. Child welfare improved during this period 
in other cities and states in which there was not a signifi cant parents’ move-
ment, but those changes were not as profound and did not last as long, except 
when there were court-ordered consent decrees. 

 Other social welfare systems have parent advocates. In mental health, par-
ents of children with mental illness have become fi erce and powerful defend-
ers of their children’s rights. In the fi eld of disabilities, parents have become 
major service providers. In education and Head Start, parents play important 
roles in shaping policy and programs. Child welfare is one of the last fi elds in 
which parents have found their voice. Th is book presents their story.   

  NEW YORK CITY’S CHILD WELFARE ROLLERCOASTER 

  New York City historically has had a troubled child welfare system. Over 
the years, the system, which is meant to care for abandoned, abused, or 
neglected children, repeatedly has been the subject of investigations by 
government, the media, and research centers that have revealed abuses 
of children by the system that is supposed to protect them. After the pub-
lic became aware of these shortcomings, government often implemented 
reforms to curtail the abuses. More often than not, it was not long before 
the reforms were defunded, undermined, or shown to be unsuitable to 
solving the problems they were supposed to address. Th en a new crisis 
would emerge. New York’s child welfare system has been a rollercoaster 
ride from crisis to reform and back to crisis. 

 In 1979 I jumped onto that rollercoaster almost by chance.  ii   Carol 
Bellamy, president of the New York City Council at the time, hired me to 

  ii  .   I actually began working in child welfare, totally by chance, 3 years before in 
New Jersey’s state child welfare agency, the Division of Youth and Family Services 
(DYFS). Having studied medical sociology in graduate school, I was hired as a health 
planner by Bill Resnick, the quirky lawyer who directed DYFS’s Research Bureau. My 
involvement with New York City child welfare began in 1979.  
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[xx] Introduction

lead her human services department. As a social liberal and a fi scal con-
servative, she wanted to improve government while spending less. She 
asked me to fi nd a sector of the city’s troubled social welfare system that 
could be fi xed in such a way that the reforms would save the city money 
and help her constituents. 

 After surveying a number of options I zeroed in on the child welfare sys-
tem, the last resort for poor abused or neglected children. Typically child 
welfare has relied too heavily on foster care—the state’s legal removal of 
a child from his or her family and placement in another person’s home, 
usually that of a stranger, but sometimes that of a relative—as its fi rst and 
main response to family problems. 

 New York City’s child welfare system in 1979 was again in crisis. A  New 
York Magazine  article in December 1978 by Nicolas Pileggi described mis-
treatment of children by religiously affi  liated private foster care agencies 
that operated on contracts with the city government. 3  A lawsuit fi led 5 years 
earlier by the American Civil Liberties Union had documented discrimi-
nation against black children by some of the same agencies. 4  According 
to city government data, children languished in foster care for an aver-
age of more than 4 years, though their placements were supposed to be 
short-term. Children who entered foster care as infants routinely were not 
adopted until they were 7 years old or older. Th e city comptroller’s fi nan-
cial audits of the religiously affi  liated foster care agencies were 10 years 
out of date, and no oversight agency conducted programmatic audits. No 
one knew how the hundreds of millions of public dollars devoted to foster 
care were spent or how the children in out-of-home care were doing. 

 I organized a campaign from the council president’s offi  ce to reform 
the system. Th e documents used in the campaign included an inventory 
describing a dozen recent reports pinpointing numerous shortcomings in 
New York City’s foster care system and a new fi nancial analysis by Gerald 
Finch titled  Good Money After Bad , showing that foster care performance 
tends to decline as total expenditures per care day increases, showing 
that poor performance could not be blamed on inadequate funds. 5  Th e 
council president’s staff  joined forces with the offi  ce of City Comptroller 
Harrison Golden and drafted resolutions to be put before the city’s Board 
of Estimate, the body that then eff ectively controlled city contracts.  iii   Th e 

  iii  .   Th e now-defunct Board of Estimate then was the New York City government 
body that approved all city contracts above $10,000. It was composed of the mayor, the 
council president, and the comptroller, who each had two votes, and the fi ve borough 
presidents, who each had one vote. In 1989, the Supreme Court of the United States 
declared the New York City Board of Estimate unconstitutional on the grounds that 
the city’s most populous borough, Brooklyn, had no greater eff ective representation 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N [ X XI ]

board unanimously passed the resolutions authorizing dramatic reforms.  iv   
Perhaps the most important was the requirement that private foster care 
agencies, which annually received $300 million in public money, would be 
evaluated yearly to make sure that foster children received at least ade-
quate care. As a result of the reforms, New York City’s child welfare sys-
tem improved for several years. Fewer children were in foster care, more 
children visited their birth families, on average children returned to their 
homes more quickly, and fewer children were abused while in care. Th ree 
of the worst foster care agencies were closed. 6  

 In fewer than 10 years the system was in crisis once more. In the mid-
to-late 1980s, the city found that it could not cope with the number of 
children coming into care. Infants were living for months in hospital 
wards. Children slept in the city’s stark child welfare reception center. 
Adolescents spent nights in city offi  ces. Th e shortage of beds abated by the 
end of the decade, but the underlying ills were not cured. 

 Th en, in the early 1990s, the city, responding to pressure from the vol-
untary agencies and budget constraints, eliminated the evaluation system 
that had contributed to the improvements of the early 1980s. 7  Th is dra-
matically reduced New York’s ability to determine how well agencies were 
caring for children. Th e number of children in out-of-home placements 
in 1992 reached the staggering level of almost 50,000, more than twice 
the previous record. 8  In 1995, 6-year-old Elisa Izquierdo was killed by her 
mother after the city’s child welfare agency returned her to her mother 
from foster care. Another round of reforms began. 

 I wrote my doctoral dissertation on the child welfare rollercoaster in 
New York City and received a Ph.D. in sociology from Yale University in 
1989, 22 years after I had entered graduate school. Working in the real 
world of child welfare slowed down my academic work, but by then I was 
hooked on trying to fi x the system on which I had stumbled. 

on the Board than the city’s least populous borough, Staten Island. Th is arrangement 
was a violation of the Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause. Under the 
1990 New York City Charter most of the responsibilities of the Board of Estimate 
were delegated to the New York City Council.  

  iv  .   When the mayor’s offi  ce learned that we had introduced resolutions to hold 
foster care agencies accountable, which would embarrass a mayoral agency (Special 
Services for Children, the name at the time of the city’s child welfare agency), his 
representative to the Board of Estimate, Victor Botnick, called me to his offi  ce, off er-
ing to implement an accountability system if we would withdraw the resolutions. By 
that time we had the votes on the Board of Estimate to pass the resolution without 
the mayor’s support. Eventually Botnick, Mayor Koch, and even the agencies pub-
licly supported the reforms, although they had strongly opposed them in the meet-
ings before the May 4, 1979 Board of Estimate session. Financial concessions by the 
comptroller in a closed door meeting changed their minds.  
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[xxii] Introduction

 I was intrigued by the pattern I saw. Not only did the child welfare sys-
tem in New York City in the last quarter of the twentieth century have a 
pattern of crisis, reform, and crisis, but when I looked back over American 
history, the same pattern emerged throughout the country. Th e system 
designed to protect abused, destitute, orphaned, and/or abandoned chil-
dren repeatedly failed those children. In response, government and private 
agencies implemented reforms that sometimes led to modest improve-
ments and at other times dramatically changed the system of child pro-
tection. However, after each period of reform, the aspects of the system 
harmful to children reappeared. 

 Poorhouses, which sheltered destitute, abandoned, and/or orphaned 
children with insane adults, adult paupers, and criminals in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, had annual mortality rates above 25%. 9  By the 
mid-nineteenth century, orphanages had widely replaced poorhouses as 
places to shelter and protect children. In time orphanages were found 
to be isolating institutions that were harmful to children and costly to 
operate. Th e Children’s Aid Society developed Orphan Trains in the mid-
nineteenth century as a progressive alternative to orphanages. Th e trains 
transported poor urban children from the East Coast to the Midwest for 
placement with farm families. When it became known that this program 
hurt children because of lack of supervision, by encouraging child labor 
and by placing Catholic children in Protestant homes, moderate reforms 
were periodically put into place. But the ills persisted. Th e Orphan Trains 
stopped running in 1929 at the start of the Great Depression, when child 
labor was no longer in high demand. Th e Orphan Trains were replaced by 
foster boarding homes, which now constitute the principal way abused or 
neglected children are sheltered. 

 Th is is true, though foster care in New York City and throughout the 
United States is frequently criticized for harming children and neglecting 
their families. Foster care reforms have repeatedly been implemented, but 
the same shortcomings resurface: Too many children are removed from 
their families, too many children remain in foster homes too long, and 
too many children end up severely damaged or homeless when they leave 
foster care. 

 In the 1990s, Family Preservation was the reform that was hailed as 
an antidote to the ills of foster care. Family Preservation programs pro-
vided assistance to families in their homes, enabling some children who 
might have been placed into foster care to remain safely with their fam-
ilies. Th e concept was consistent with research that showed the impor-
tance of maintaining family bonds, and it was less expensive per child 
than foster care. Most evaluations of the programs, however, found scant 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

00_Tobis_FM.indd   xxii00_Tobis_FM.indd   xxii 2/13/2013   9:32:03 PM2/13/2013   9:32:03 PM



I N T R O D U C T I O N [ X XII I ]

evidence of substantial success. According to Duncan Lindsey, a sociolo-
gist at UCLA, “the most rigorous tests of family preservation to date fail 
to fi nd evidence of its eff ectiveness in either protecting children or keep-
ing families together.” 10  Th e way the programs were implemented—they 
attempted to solve a family’s immediate problems but did not possess 
the resources to confront the larger obstacles poor families confront, 
such as the lack of good housing or jobs—doomed them to largely insig-
nifi cant results. 

 Each of these reforms was a response to the shortcomings of the previous 
system. But in each case the solution was defi ned narrowly as improving 
poor supervision, augmenting insuffi  cient funds, and/or upgrading inad-
equate facilities or programs for the small group of abused or neglected 
children. Th e bigger issues of society’s or the child welfare system’s respon-
sibility to poor children and their families were not addressed. 

 In each case, a more advanced service system replaced a more primitive 
one. But each time a new system was implemented or a new reform was 
introduced, it was done in a way that left the underlying problems unad-
dressed, or if the reform did confront a fundamental issue, over time the 
reform was revised, diminished, or defunded. As  New York Times  reporter 
Nina Bernstein writes in  Th e Lost Children of Wilder , arguably the best book 
written on child welfare:

  Th e two hundred year history of American child welfare is littered with pro-

grams once hailed as reforms and later decried as harmful or ineff ective, only 

to emerge again in the guise of new solutions to past failures. 11    

 Th e result has been the rollercoaster pattern of child welfare. And that 
posed the questions that intrigued me: Why does the child welfare system 
never permanently improve? Why does it continue to harm children and 
families, even after substantial reform? And most important, what can be 
done to break the pattern?   

  WHY THE ROLLERCOASTER 

  Th e causes of the child welfare rollercoaster are complicated and require 
an historical analysis that is beyond the scope of this book. Nevertheless, 
I will briefl y mention some of the most salient factors that keep the roller-
coaster rolling. Th en I will focus on the last of the above questions, which 
is the heart of this book: What has been done and can be done to change 
the pattern? 
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[xxiv] Introduction

 Taking good care of poor children, especially children of color, has never 
been—and is not now—a high priority in the United States. Th e kids in 
the child welfare system are almost all poor and a disproportionate num-
ber of them are children of color. In New York City, 96% of the children in 
care in 2007 were children of color. 12  Because meeting the needs of these 
youngsters and their families is not a priority, the system devised to help 
and protect them is pulled in many directions at once as it works to attain 
its nominal goal of protecting children and helping their families. Alfred 
Kadushin, a seminal thinker in the fi eld and the author of an encyclope-
dic child welfare textbook, writes that “Although the needs and rights of 
children are a matter of great concern within the individual family, this 
concern has not been refl ected in public policy.” 13  

 As other concerns shape the system and the way parents and children are 
treated, the system adopts measures that are often harmful to children and 
their families. It is partly because of these divergent pressures that the child 
welfare system performs its purportedly principal functions so poorly. 

 One of those competing priorities is regulating the behavior of the 
poor. David G. Gil, a professor of social work at the Heller School for Social 
Policy and Management at Brandeis University, argues that child welfare 
services are designed to compensate for various shortcomings in our soci-
ety’s primary systems of socialization and social control. He writes:

  [Child welfare’s] function is simply to complete and correct the unfi nished 

tasks of the primary systems, namely the adaptation of children to prevailing 

class determined patterns of life. Child welfare policies and services are there-

fore supplementary tools of the state employed in reproducing and preserving 

the social status quo and its ideology. 14    

 Th is function of preserving the societal status quo and regulating the beha-
vior of the potentially disruptive poor is easy to see historically and, as 
described later in this introduction, is easily seen in other cultures. It is more 
diffi  cult to recognize this function in our own culture. Th e Orphan Trains of 
the nineteenth century, for example, were nominally designed to improve 
the well-being of children, but they also had the explicit function of pro-
tecting New York City from delinquent, immigrant Catholic youth. Charles 
Loring Brace, the Protestant minister who founded the Children’s Aid 
Society and the Orphan Trains, described this function of the program:

  Th ese boys and girls, it should be remembered, will soon form the great lower 

class of our city. Th ey will infl uence elections; they may shape the policy of the 

city; they will assuredly, if unreclaimed, poison society all around them. 15    
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I N T R O D U C T I O N [ X X V ]

 Today, the social control function of the child welfare system is more 
directed at the mothers of poor children than at the children themselves. 
A recent groundbreaking study looked at all children born in California 
in 1999 to determine the percentage of youngsters whose families were 
investigated by child protective services at some time before the child 
turned 7 years. Th e rates were higher than the researchers expected: Th e 
families of 19.8% of all children and 38.5% of black children in the state 
were reported to child protective services. 16  As the researchers in the 
California study conclude, “If a family has not been touched by the child 
welfare system directly, it knows many others—friends, neighbors and 
relatives—who have been.” 

 Th e pervasiveness of these investigations and the resultant child remov-
als have created a widespread and profound fear in inner-city neighbor-
hoods. As African-American, Latino, immigrant, and other impoverished 
parents repeatedly jump through hoops to keep their children or to have 
their children returned to them, they become fearful, preoccupied, and 
compliant. Th at is exactly what a child welfare system focused on social 
control seeks to accomplish. 

 Th is orientation toward social control has also limited the decision-
making role parents are aff orded in their own cases and has excluded 
them until very recently from having any input in shaping the programs 
that are supposed to help them and their families. 

 Under the social control model of child welfare, victims of poverty and 
racism are blamed for their condition, thus obscuring the true sources of 
their problems, such as overcrowded apartments, double-digit unemploy-
ment, lack of health care, and bankrupt schools. Th is model promotes the 
idea that the mother is the primary cause of her family’s plight. When a 
child falls from an unguarded window, the mother’s other children are 
placed into foster care because of her neglect. 17  Th e landlord who failed 
to provide the required window guards does not go to jail. Th e impover-
ished single mother who leaves her sick child alone while she goes to buy 
medicine sees her child placed in foster care because of her neglect. Th e 
welfare system that won’t provide respite care or cut thousands of pub-
licly funded daycare slots is not responsible. 18  Th e father who must collect 
empty cans to supplement his meager income has his child placed in fos-
ter care if he unleashes his rage at home. Th e business that just laid him 
off  has no responsibility. Parents are responsible for their actions, but so 
are the individuals and institutions who create the intolerable conditions 
under which some parents and children must live. Th e child welfare sys-
tem, however, singles out parents, primarily poor minority mothers, for 
blame. 
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 Another competing concern for the child welfare system in the United 
States is that it must serve as a cover for the country’s refusal to give sup-
port to vulnerable families at a level comparable to that provided by most 
other industrialized countries. America’s child welfare policies, programs, 
and funding focus on reporting and investigating child abuse and neglect 
and on removing children from their homes. Most of the rest of the indus-
trialized world concentrates on assistance as the fi rst response to family 
problems. 19  In Germany, for example, if child abuse or neglect is reported 
in a home, a social worker from a private agency visits the family to assess 
its needs and ensure that services such as child care, therapy, or housing 
are forthcoming. If the inappropriate treatment of the children continues, 
the social worker then contacts the state to have the children removed 
from the home. In the United States, children at risk are often removed 
from their families without consideration being given to what the families 
need to address their problems. 

 Americans declare their concern for poor children by supporting a mas-
sive system to report abuses and remove children from their families, 
rather than a program that would help struggling families by improving 
the diffi  cult environments in which they live and reducing the stresses in 
the home that contribute to abuse and neglect. As Martin Guggenheim, 
Fiorello LaGuardia Professor of Clinical Law at New York University Law 
School, writes:

  Child welfare has become an extremely important component of modern gov-

ernment in the United States because it furthers the interests of those who 

generally oppose spending tax money on children but who need to defl ect crit-

icism that they are anti-child. 20    

 A third complicating factor for the child welfare system is that it serves 
as a resource for organizations that receive money from the government 
to provide services. 21  In New York City, the children in out-of-home place-
ments are cared for by large, powerful, politically connected organizations, 
many of which are affi  liated with Catholic, Jewish, or Protestant religious 
institutions. Th e organizational requirements of these institutions often 
take precedence over the needs of the children and families they serve. 
Th ese foster care agencies have successfully pressed government to reim-
burse them on a per diem basis. Th ey receive a specifi c amount for each 
day a child is in their care. Once a youngster is discharged, the money 
stops coming in. Th is creates a disincentive to discharge children. Th e neg-
ative impact of this scheme is dramatic. Th e Adoption and Safe Families 
Act (ASFA) was passed by the federal government in 1997 to reduce the 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N [ X X VII ]

length of time children remain in foster care, so that they go home or 
are adopted more quickly. However, ASFA did not change the way foster 
care agencies are reimbursed. Ten years after the federal legislation was 
passed, according to the research team at the University of Chicago that 
evaluated the impact of ASFA, the average length of stay of foster children 
in New York City had  increased . And, according to the Chicago research, 
“Children in the post-ASFA years had an even lower rate of family reu-
nifi cation [nationwide] when compared with children served in the mid-
1990s.” 22    

  PATHS TO REFORM 

  A countervailing force is needed to create a child welfare system that 
meets the needs of children and families and breaks the cycle of crisis, 
reform, and crisis. Parents and children who have been subjected to the 
child welfare system have begun to speak about the needs of children 
and families and stand up for their rights. Alone they cannot break the 
recurring cycles of crises, but they are working with foundations, lawyers, 
and like-minded supporters in government and child welfare agencies. 
Together they have created a paradigm shift, at least for the moment. Th e 
shift is toward assisting families when they are having diffi  culty rather 
than removing their children as the fi rst response. It includes ensuring 
that parents’ rights are protected through adequate legal representation. 
And it promotes listening to the concerns of parents and young people 
whose lives have been changed forever by their contact with the child wel-
fare system. 

 Th is book not only tells their stories, but it also recounts my journey as 
a participant-observer. I traveled three diff erent paths to gain apprecia-
tion of the vital role of parents and youth in changing child welfare. 

 Th e fi rst path was one I followed long before I had thought much 
about child welfare. In the 1960s I worked as a civil rights organizer in 
Mississippi and then as an antiwar activist while in graduate school in 
New Haven, Connecticut. I saw that community organizing—registering 
sharecroppers to vote, demonstrating in the streets, walking on a picket 
line, and researching and publicizing a shared problem—could change 
things. It was amid that ferment that I learned that people should have 
the right to participate in the decisions that aff ect their lives. I also found 
that if people act together, they can make a tremendous diff erence, not 
only in their individual lives but also in the institutional structures that 
shape and constrain so many of their choices. 
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 Over the next 30 years, two other paths connected to child welfare 
informed my views about what will make a diff erence. One shaped my 
thinking about the functions of child welfare and the importance of social 
reformers working with government. Th e other shaped my thinking about 
solutions to the crises in child welfare. 

 Th e second path led me to UNICEF and the World Bank. After the fall of 
the Berlin Wall in 1989, the world saw the horrors of Romanian orphan-
ages. UNICEF asked me to help it reduce the number of children enter-
ing Romania’s large residential institutions. Th e team I worked with in 
Romania identifi ed key decision points that led to children being placed 
into residential care and created community-based services as alterna-
tives to out-of-home care so that poverty and its related problems would 
drive fewer children into orphanages. 

 I shuttled back and forth to Romania for about 10 years, and, according 
to recent reports, the number of children in institutions there has fallen 
dramatically, 23  though the conditions in the remaining orphanages range 
from unsatisfactory to cruel. A stipulation for Romania’s accession to the 
European Union—reducing the number of children in residential insti-
tutions—provided the pressure that allowed the work with children of 
UNICEF and others to take hold. 

 Th e World Bank learned about my activities in Romania and asked if I 
would perform the same function for it in Lithuania, not just for children 
but also for the disabled and the elderly. I began working as a consultant 
to the bank. In the 1960s the World Bank was, in my view, the center of 
an evil empire. I still feel that many of its structural adjustment loans do 
more harm than good, but I was able to develop an eff ective, humane, and, 
of particular interest to the bank, cost-saving approach to helping children 
and adults in need. In concert with Stockholm University’s Department 
of Social Work,  v   my colleagues and I created community-based social ser-
vices in Lithuania, which we then helped to replicate in other countries of 
Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. Th ese programs provided 
family services and foster care for children, shelters for battered women 
and their children, day programs for the disabled, and home visiting for 
the elderly. One of the great ironies of my life was proudly working for the 
World Bank. 

  v  .   Th e international work of Stockholm University’s Department of Social Work 
was overseen by Ronald Penton, a passionate, peripatetic, kind, and incomparable 
teacher and implementer of social welfare programs. He died in 2007 having infl u-
enced or transformed the child welfare systems of dozens of countries from Lithuania 
to Vietnam, leaving a great void in international social work.  
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I N T R O D U C T I O N [ X XIX ]

 Learning about child welfare systems in other parts of the world shaped 
my understanding of the shortcomings of child welfare in the United 
States. I wrote a report at the World Bank’s request on residential child 
care in Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, which it published as 
a monograph in its Prague Series. I said in the report:

  Residential institutions . . . in most of Central and Eastern Europe and the 

former Soviet Union . . . served a dual role of social protection and social regu-

lation. Th ey also socialized individuals into the collectivist culture; decultur-

ated ethnic minorities such as Roma (gypsies); educated and trained children 

and channeled them into the work force . . .  24    

 Th e competition between the multiple functions of residential institu-
tions in the former Soviet Union—protecting children and, more impor-
tant to the powers-that-be, regulating their behavior and the behavior of 
their families—was visible to anyone who looked. Seeing the confl icting 
multiple functions of the child welfare system in a diff erent culture made 
it easier for me to see the analogous circumstance in the United States. 
Working with the World Bank and UNICEF also made it clear that pro-
grams to help poor children and families were not sustainable without 
government’s political and fi nancial support. 

 Th e third path that shaped my thinking about solutions leads from 
the Child Welfare Fund. In the early 1990s a friend who had acquired an 
inheritance asked me to help her give it away with two main requirements. 
First, that we use the funds to help children and, second, that she would 
remain anonymous. We created the Child Welfare Fund, which for the 
next 18 years focused on changing New York’s child welfare system. Th e 
Fund’s approach was to provide both direct service grants to help children 
and families, and other grants to bring about reform of the child welfare 
system. Because I had worked as a community organizer in my youth, I 
believe that people have a right to participate in decisions that aff ect their 
lives. Th at right was almost universally denied in child welfare. One of our 
main activities was creating and supporting programs that give voice and 
power to parents and young people who are touched by the child welfare 
system. 

 My plan was to create a countervailing force to push child welfare to 
change. Over the next two decades, the Child Welfare Fund became a pow-
erful force, supporting dozens of projects that enabled people embroiled 
in the child welfare system to speak for themselves. Th ese include  Rise  
and  Represent,  which are publications written by and for parents and 
young people, respectively, touched by the child welfare system; the Child 
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Welfare Organizing Project, which trains parents undergoing scrutiny by 
the child welfare system to be advocates for themselves and to press gov-
ernment to meet their needs and respect their rights; Bridge Builders, a 
collaboration of foundations, government, service providers, and com-
munity residents with child welfare experience who are now working to 
help their neighbors; Voices of Women, which organizes battered women 
to push for changes in public policy; and the  Nicholson v. Scoppetta  lawsuit, 
which protected battered women from having their children taken from 
them because the children had witnessed their mother being abused. 

 Th ese projects helped those of us at the Child Welfare Fund to see that 
trained and organized parents who have hit bottom can fi nd the best in 
themselves, change their lives, and fi ght back. Tracey Carter became sober 
and an activist after 13 years of crack addiction and losing six children 
to foster care and four to adoption by her sister. Julia McGuire voluntar-
ily placed her children in foster care and then spent 10 years trying to 
get them back. She then helped other mothers do the same. Carlos Boyet, 
a self-described “former deadbeat father,” spent 4 years getting his dis-
abled son out of foster care. He then led support groups for parents who 
confronted the same challenges. Th ese activists work or have worked with 
the Child Welfare Organizing Project in New York City, but there are also 
parent activists struggling to change the culture of child welfare in cities 
across the country. 

 At the Child Welfare Fund we learned from our work that if parents 
and children articulately, forcefully, and collectively express their needs 
and fi ght for their rights, those needs and rights will more likely be met 
and respected. Over the past two decades the voices of parents and youth 
have been loudly heard in New York City’s child welfare system, which 
improved dramatically, albeit with ups and downs. 

 We now realize that part of the solution to the crises in child welfare 
lies in parents, young people, and their allies playing a signifi cant role in 
shaping child welfare programs and policies. Th eir exclusion from deci-
sion making is a big reason that other concerns have dominated child wel-
fare decision making.   

  MOVEMENT 

  In New York City and elsewhere the situation has begun to change. A 
 movement has slowly developed in which parents who have had chil-
dren taken from them and young people who have lived in foster care are 
taught their rights and are trained to serve as advocates for themselves 
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and others, to testify at legislative hearings, to work in child welfare agen-
cies as mentors and coaches for parents with children in foster care, and to 
advise senior government offi  cials. And they have learned how to organize 
and demonstrate in the streets when those other avenues fail to bring the 
results they want. Th ey have begun to shift child welfare’s focus toward 
rights and assisting families rather than primarily focusing on needs and 
defi cits. 

 Th e goal of these parents, young people, and their allies is to help fami-
lies deal with problems in the home rather than have government remove 
children as the fi rst response; to provide assistance so children who are 
placed in foster care can return home to a safe family environment, or to 
live satisfying lives if they cannot return home; and to ensure that the 
legal rights of parents and young people are protected when they must 
deal with the child welfare system. 

 Th is book tells the stories of these parents, their allies, and the organiza-
tions in which they work, describing the impact they are having on the sys-
tem. Th e stories are not without their dark moments. Some parents’ groups 
have remained small and others have folded. Eff orts to organize youth in 
foster care have foundered against the often-grim reality of their lives. 
And some reforms that parents successfully implemented have been side-
tracked. Th e rollercoaster pattern of crisis, reform, and crisis is changing 
very slowly, and only in a few cities and states, most prominently in New 
York City. Perhaps the pattern won’t change completely and permanently 
without a stronger, permanent countervailing force, but parents, young-
sters, and their allies are beginning to make unprecedented change.   

  THE CHAPTERS 

  Chapter 1 describes the child welfare playing fi eld in New York City, and 
although some of the story takes place in the shadow of both the new 
and the old Yankee Stadium, even the Bronx Bombers couldn’t play on a 
fi eld as uneven as this one. Th e chapter describes the child welfare sys-
tem, or at least the main elements of this vast $2 billion industry, in the 
1990s at a time when parents had no voice and New York City had one of 
the worst child welfare systems in the United States. Th e chapter looks at 
who had the power—the religious agencies that had defi ned child welfare 
in New York City for at least the past century and the city child welfare 
bureaucracies. 

 Chapter 2 presents four mothers who have had their children placed 
into foster care: Sandra Killett, the articulate, feisty mother of an even 
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more feisty adolescent who crossed every limit she set; Wanda Chambers, 
who spent 15 years off  and on crack before 3 years in prison broke the 
cycle; Jeanette Vega, frightened, enraged, and a struggling young mother 
who hit her toddler when she saw him wander from her apartment build-
ing’s courtyard onto the street; and Youshell Williams, who spiraled down-
ward when her much older partner left her. She lost her job and became 
increasingly depressed and anxious, which led to her keeping her son and 
daughter home from elementary school. 

 Th e chapter discusses what at times might seem inexplicable: How can 
parents who have been through hell make such dramatic changes—to 
not only overcome their addiction, or control their rage or depression, or 
escape a violent partner—and then help other parents do the same? Th e 
chapter describes the circumstances that have allowed parents to fi nd the 
best parts of themselves and become activists. 

 Chapter 3 discusses the three most important organizations pressing 
for change. Together they created an environment in which parents cor-
nered by New York City’s child welfare system could play a meaningful role 
in their own cases and could have a voice, along with their allies, in shap-
ing child welfare programs and policies. Th ese organizations are the Child 
Welfare Fund, the mouse that roared through the voice of parents, youth, 
and the hundred organizations it funded; Children’s Rights, Inc., which 
used the  Marisol v. Giuliani  lawsuit and the Special Child Welfare Advisory 
Panel to restructure and strengthen the bureaucracy and, in spite of not 
intending to do so, to give parents greater infl uence in the new system; 
and the city government’s Administration for Children’s Services, which 
embraced and then championed reforms that put parents in the front seat 
instead of at the back of the bus or, as parents often felt, under the bus. 
Together these organizations unleashed a countervailing force that suc-
cessfully pushed the system to reduce the number of children in foster 
care and to change in other ways, and allowed parents and their allies to 
be at the policy-making table, though parents report that they feel the real 
decisions are made at a diff erent table. 

 Chapter 4 describes how parents and their allies took advantage of the 
opportunity to change child welfare policies and practices. Th e chapter pro-
fi les a new organization,  vi   the Child Welfare Organizing Project (CWOP), 
that quickly became the country’s preeminent organization for training 
and organizing parents who had become embroiled in the child welfare 

  vi  .   New of course is a relative term. CWOP was founded in 1994 giving it more 
than an 18-year track record and $600,000 annually. Th e bureaucracies in New York 
City that oversee the child welfare system, on the other hand, go back at least to 
the middle of the twentieth century and it could be argued that their organizational 
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system. It also profi les three key people in CWOP: its long-time leader, 
Mike Arsham, who worked inside the system as a social worker and then 
came outside the system to change it; Sharwline Nicholson, the chairper-
son of CWOPs board of directors from 2006 to 2011 and the named plain-
tiff  in the Nicholson lawsuit that ended the city’s right to remove children 
from their home merely because they had witnessed their mother being 
beaten; and Tracey Carter, a CWOP-trained parent advocate who had been 
on the streets for 13 years and lost six children to the system. 

 CWOP is not the only parent-led or parent-focused organization work-
ing to reform the New York City child welfare system. Th ere are other such 
organizations, but the impact of some of them has begun to wane and 
the sustainability of all of them is uncertain. Chapter 5 briefl y describes 
several of these parent-led and parent-focused organizations and profi les 
four of them. 

  Rise  magazine is the fi rst. It publishes on-line and hard-copy editions in 
which appear the compelling, painful, and instructive stories of parents 
whose children have been placed in foster care. It operates on a shoestring 
but is read and used nationwide. 

 Th e second is Bridge Builders, a collaboration of parents from the 
Highbridge area of the South Bronx, some of whom have been involved 
in the child welfare system; social service agencies in the neighborhood; 
private foundations; and the city’s child welfare agency. Together these 
groups have lowered the rate of reports of abuse and neglect and reduced 
the rate at which children from Highbridge are placed into foster care. 
Although its impact grew over several years, its funding has decreased as a 
result of government and foundation cutbacks; its impact is declining and 
its sustainability is uncertain. 

 Th e third is Voices of Women, an organization of survivors of domestic 
violence who provide support to each other and organize campaigns to 
reform particularly egregious aspects of child welfare. As often happens, 
when the founding director left the organization after 8 years, its focus 
shifted and its impact decreased. 

 Th e fourth organization, People United for Children, was created in 
the early1990s by Sharonne Salaam after her 15-year-old son, Yusef, 

roots go back to public bureaucracies in the nineteenth century. Combined, their bud-
gets are several billion dollars. Th e religiously based voluntary child welfare agencies 
that have dominated the system have been around for longer than even the pub-
lic bureaucracies. Th e Children’s Aid Society (Protestant), the New York Foundling 
Hospital (Catholic), and the Jewish Board of Family and Children’s Services (Jewish) 
were incorporated in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Th e combined budgets 
of just these three agencies is close to half a billion dollars.  
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was arrested along with four friends for assaulting and raping a 28-year 
old female jogger in Central Park. All the boys were convicted and spent 
a combined total of 44 years in prison. Th ey were freed after Matias 
Reyes, who was convicted for another rape, confessed to the attack on 
the Central Park Jogger. Sharonne created People United for Children 
(PUC) to work on behalf of youth in New York’s juvenile justice system, 
but she soon realized that problems for children in the juvenile justice 
system begin farther upstream, in the child welfare system, and that 
became her focus in the mid-1990s. For a while, PUC had a signifi cant 
impact, but it closed its doors in 2009 though Sharonne continues to 
fi ght the good fi ght. 

 Chapter 6 surveys the activities of parents and their allies across the 
United States. It describes a new bill of rights for parents embroiled in 
the child welfare system, and focuses on three areas: parent organizing 
to reform child welfare policy, legal representation for parents in family 
court, and the work of the Annie E. Casey Foundation and Casey Family 
Programs in promoting parents as mentors for mothers and fathers strug-
gling to be reunited with their children in U.S. cities. 

 Chapter 7 gauges the eff ectiveness of child welfare reform eff orts in 
New York City during the past 15 years. What has changed, what has 
not, and what has begun to slip? Th e short answer is that the system has 
improved dramatically, with reforms of unprecedented depth and dura-
tion. Th e most dramatic change is that the number of children in foster 
care has decreased from almost 50,000 to fewer than 14,000. Th e full 
story, however, is far more complicated. Much hasn’t changed, and some 
reforms have begun to slip 

 Th e conclusion analyzes why these changes came about and have in 
many instances been sustained. It reviews the impact of parents who 
have been ensnared in the child welfare system working alongside their 
allies—two commissioners with a vision and a commitment to families, 
social workers and administrators in and outside foster care agencies, 
foundation offi  cers, lawyers, and other advocates. Together they created a 
new force for change. Will that pressure for reform continue? Will another 
crisis cause the child welfare rollercoaster to accelerate downward? Th e 
chapter speculates about the future. 

 Th e epilogue briefl y describes what has happened since Ronald Richter 
became commissioner after John Mattingly resigned in July 2011. 

 Th e annex presents a vision for the future of child welfare and a strat-
egy to get there, describing what needs to be done by those involved in 
child welfare and by readers who care about children and having govern-
ment serve its people. 
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 Th is book tells the story of the energy and experience of parents who 
have been pariahs and are now partners. It recounts how their courage 
and resilience were tapped and harnessed. It describes what they and their 
allies have done to bring about reforms that meet the needs of poor moth-
ers and their families, rather than punish them. It was written both to 
help readers to understand the child welfare system and to change it.
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     CHAPTER 1 

 New York’s Child Welfare 
System before the Reforms   

   Until about 1995, New York City’s child welfare system was on a perpet-
ual roller coaster ride from crisis to reform to crisis. Th e system operated 

outside the public consciousness, except when it burst into view after a foster 
child or a child at home was killed or a lawsuit charging the system with wide-
spread abuses was fi led. Although it helped some children and families, this 
large, costly, fragmented, and in many ways archaic system had failed to help 
many of the children it served, harmed countless others, regularly neglected 
families with desperate needs, and frustrated the people who worked in it. 
Of course, New York’s system did not operate in a vacuum, and cities across 
the country were on their own wild rides. To understand and appreciate the 
extent of the reforms in New York within the larger national context, some 
background on the role of the federal government is useful.  

  FEDERAL ROLE IN CHILD WELFARE 

 Th e contemporary child welfare system in the United States began in 1935 
when the federal government began to fund and regulate child welfare 
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[2] From Pariahs to Partners

through the Social Security Act. 1  In 1961 Congress allowed welfare pay-
ments (Aid to Families with Dependent Children, AFDC) to follow chil dren 
into foster care, contributing to an increase in the number of children in 
care. 2  

 In exchange for government funding, states are required to comply 
with federal standards for the care of children and for the administration 
of child welfare programs. Th e federal government’s Administration for 
Children and Families, a branch of the Department of Health and Human 
Services, administers the federal government’s funding, regulatory, and 
oversight roles in child welfare. 

 In 1974 the federal Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (P.L. 
93-247) created the child protective services system with mandated 
reporting and investigation of abuse and neglect, again increasing the 
number of children in care. 

 As one of the last initiatives of the Carter Administration, Congress 
passed the Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act of 1980 (P.L. 
96-272). It was the fi rst federal law to set time limits on how long chil-
dren could stay in foster care (18 months) and required “reasonable 
eff orts” to assist families before removing children. Nevertheless, the 
number of children in foster care throughout the nation continued to 
rise, in part because foster care reimbursement remained an open-ended 
federal entitlement for states and localities. Far less is available to pre-
vent foster care. 

 In 1993 Congress passed and President Clinton signed what is now 
called the Promoting Safe and Stable Families Act, which provides addi-
tional, though limited, funding for family preservation. In spite of the leg-
islation, the national foster care population continued to grow, reaching 
an all-time maximum of 567,000 in care in 1999. 

 As the numbers in care increased nationally, Congress passed the 
Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997, again trying to reduce the num-
ber of children in care. Th e legislation required, with few exceptions, that 
states seek the termination of parental rights if a child is in foster care for 
15 of the previous 22 months. After 1999 the number of children in care 
began to decrease. With passage of the Fostering Connections to Success 
and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008, which provides funding to support 
relatives to care for children and improves incentives for adoption, the 
number of children in care continued to decrease, dropping to 400,000 
in 2012. 3  

 In cities across the country, especially in large urban areas, child welfare 
had been repeatedly criticized or sued for wasting public dollars, harming 
children, or contributing to their deaths. In the mid-1990s 25 state child 
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welfare systems were either being sued or were operating under court 
order. 4  New York City was being sued. Since 1995 improvements have 
occurred in child welfare systems in New York and across the country. In 
New York City, the number of children in foster care decreased by 72% 
between 1995 and 2012; nationally in the same time period the decrease 
was only 17%.  i   ,5  Th is book looks at the movement of parents and their 
allies in contributing to that diff erence.  

  THE NEW YORK SYSTEM 

 Federal involvement in child welfare did not create an integrated national 
system. In other cities and states across the country, as in New York, the 
child welfare system is a conglomeration of numerous—in New York’s 
case the number reaches into the hundreds—of poorly coordinated gov-
ernment organizations and voluntary agencies: powerful and weak, reli-
gious and secular, progressive and archaic, exemplary and incompetent. 

 What was—and still is—unique about New York City is the extent 
to which child welfare services were privatized.  ii   New York City has the 
only large child welfare system in the country in which foster care has 
been entirely privatized. 6  Since the nineteenth century most foster care 
in New York has been provided by voluntary, primarily faith-based, ser-
vice providers with names like Catholic Guardian Society, Jewish Child 
Care Association, and Episcopal Social Services. Th ese agencies, some of 
which have provided child welfare services for more than 150 years, have 
had enormous infl uence in shaping the system, though that infl uence has 
waned in the past decade. 

  i  .   Even if we look at the high point of children in care nationally, 567,000 in 1999, 
and compare it to 400,000 children in care in 2012, the decrease is only 29%, less 
than half the decrease in New York City.  

  ii  .   Th e fi rst signifi cant growth in contracting out of child welfare services across the 
country began in the early 1960s with amendments to the Social Security Act. State 
and county eff orts at privatization in child welfare have increased in waves since 
then. By 2001, according to a report by the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services, nationwide child welfare agencies contract out 58% of all family preserva-
tion services, 42% of all residential treatment services, and 52% of case manage-
ment services for adoption. [Child Welfare League of America (2003),  An Assessment 
of the Privatization of Child Welfare Services  (Washington, DC: CWLA, 2003): 13, citing 
USDHHS (2001),  National Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-Being .] Th e CWLA, try-
ing to cast as positive a light as possible on contracting out since it represents private 
child welfare service providers, concludes in its book reviewing privatization: “in 
some ways these eff orts [at privatization] have been successful, and in other ways, 
they have presented substantial challenges that have not been readily overcome.” 
[(CWLA (2003): 293).]  
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[4] From Pariahs to Partners

 In 1980 there were 79 voluntary foster care agencies in New York City; 
in 2011 there were about 30, a decrease refl ecting two facts: that fewer 
children are in foster care and that the average size of foster care agen-
cies has increased. Half of the children in New York City foster care are in 
Catholic agencies connected to the Archdiocese of New York or the Diocese 
of Brooklyn and Queens.  iii   Several of the voluntary child welfare agencies 
are large, with budgets above a hundred million dollars each. Th e money 
they receive to operate their child welfare programs comes almost exclu-
sively from public coff ers, about a third each from the federal, state, and 
city governments. 

 Th ese agencies are funded in part and regulated by the Administration 
for Children’s Services (ACS), New York City’s public child welfare agency. 
ACS also administers child protective services, which investigates reports 
of abuse and neglect of children. New York State’s Offi  ce of Children and 
Family Services licenses child welfare agencies, regulates them, establishes 
rates at which agencies are reimbursed, administers the State Central 
Registry of Child Abuse and Neglect, and monitors the performance of 
local districts, such as New York City. 

 Th e New York City Family Court is the other center of power in child 
welfare. Its judges decide if a child should be removed from a parent’s cus-
tody, if a parent’s rights to rear a child should be terminated, or if a child 
should be returned home. 

 More than 100,000 children New York City families are caught up 
in this mix each year—either investigated by child protective ser-
vices, having a child in foster care, or receiving services to prevent 
child removal. 7  Most of these families are from poor, black, and Latino 
neighborhoods. These families had little role in the decisions made 
about their own cases and no role in shaping how service programs 
designed to assist the parents and children or child welfare in gen-
eral worked. Although the center of power in child welfare over the 
decades has shifted between the voluntary agencies and the public 

  iii  .   In 1987 53.4% of the children in foster care were in Catholic agencies, 6% were 
in agencies affi  liated with the Federation of Jewish Philanthropies, 26.8% were with 
the Federation of Protestant Welfare Agencies or were unaffi  liated, and 7.3% were in 
the city’s direct care program. [David Tobis, “Th e New York City Foster Care System, 
1979–1988: Th e Rise and Fall of Reform” (PhD dissertation, Yale University,1989): 
22.] In 2011, after the elimination of the city’s direct care program, the percent-
age of children in Catholic foster care beds (including family foster homes, residen-
tial care, specialized family foster care, and other settings) was 50.1%. [New York 
City Administration for Children’s Services,  Foster Care Awarded Slots by Borough, 
Contract Term Begins: July 1, 2011  (New York: Administration for Children’s Services). 
Calculation by the author.]  
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bureaucracy, neither the children nor their parents were ever part of 
the power equation—until recently. 

 Th is vast, complex, and changing system is diffi  cult to summarize in spite 
of or, more accurately, because of my having spent the past 30 years study-
ing and trying to reform it. Rather than drown the reader in the details of 
child welfare, this chapter focuses sharply on the players with the power—
the religious and secular agencies that provide the services; the New York 
City public bureaucracy that investigates families and underwrites and 
regulates the system; and Family Court, which authorizes both removal of 
children from their homes and their discharge from foster care.  

  CHILD WELFARE AGENCIES 

 Religious agencies have been involved in the delivery of child welfare ser-
vices from the time the city was the Dutch colony of New Amsterdam. 
Orphanages run by religious organizations proliferated in New York and 
other large port cities in the middle of the nineteenth century to care for 
destitute and street children who were often the by-products of industri-
alization and immigration.  iv   Religious organizations created orphanages 
to meet the needs of their own poor, to protect them from the encroach-
ment and proselytizing by other denominations, and to shield the rest of 
society from these troublesome children. 8  

 Th e Children’s Aid Society, founded by a Congregational minister, 
Charles Loring Brace, developed the Orphan Trains in the 1850s to trans-
port vagrant, delinquent, or neglected children to farms in the Midwest. 
Th at many of these children were Catholic immigrants who were sent to 
Protestant homes contributed to the creation by Catholics of New York 
Foundling’s orphanage in the late 1860s. 9  Jewish orphanages expanded in 
the middle to the end of the nineteenth century to care for the children of 
impoverished Eastern European Jews fl eeing pogroms and ghettoization. 

 Over the years the infl uence of these faith-based agencies has ebbed 
and fl owed, depending on the political and fi nancial climate and the num-
ber of children in foster care. By the middle of the twentieth century, 
faith-based agencies were the dominant force in New York’s child welfare 
system. Although almost all of the agencies’ money came, as it still does, 

  iv  .   City and state government promoted these agencies and led to their expansion. 
Public funding not only supported the religious institutions from the early nine-
teenth century but state law permitted the establishment of public institutions only 
if no private ones existed. [S. Imbrogno, “Subsidy in New York State to Voluntary 
Child-Care Agencies” (PhD dissertation, New York University, 1965).]  

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

01_Tobis_Ch 01.indd   501_Tobis_Ch 01.indd   5 2/13/2013   9:32:58 PM2/13/2013   9:32:58 PM



[6] From Pariahs to Partners

from the government, as late as 1979 neither the city, the state, nor the 
federal government conducted programmatic evaluations assessing the 
care the agencies provided to children with the hundreds of millions of 
taxpayers’ dollars they received. Financial audits were routinely fi led 10 
or more years late, which not only rendered them useless as a regulatory 
tool but also meant that government was allowing the agencies to operate 
in violation of the law without any repercussions. 10  

 Th e agencies decided which children in the state’s custody they would 
accept into their care. As a result, children who were not the cream of the 
impoverished, abused, and neglected crop were rejected and left with no 
one to care for them. Similarly, the infl ux of blacks who moved north after 
World War II as part of the Great Migration, led to a fl ood of their children 
into the foster care system. Catholic and Jewish agencies often refused to 
accept Protestant children of color, falling back on the argument that they 
existed to serve children of their faith and ethnicities. In response, the city 
created a direct care program in 1949, which was soon serving 10% of all the 
foster care children in the city.  v   Responding to the discrimination against 
black children by the foster care system, the American Civil Liberties Union 
in 1973 fi led  Wilder v. Bernstein  on their children’s behalf against Catholic 
and Jewish foster care agencies and the city.  vi   Th e lawsuit dragged on for 25 
years because it was such a political hot potato. It touched on hot-button 
issues such as separation of church and state, racial discrimination, provi-
sion of family planning, and whether the government, as the funder of the 
child welfare system, should decide which children should be cared for by 
which agencies. Th e story of the lawsuit is told in riveting detail by Nina 
Bernstein in her book  Th e Lost Children of Wilder . 11  

 One source of the foster care agencies’ power is their affi  liation with 
politically infl uential religious denominations. Th ey are also part of 
faith-based federations that coordinate their activities.  vii   In the area of 

  v  .   For the next half century the city directly provided out of home care to foster 
children whom the voluntary agencies did not want to serve. Th e settlement of the 
 Wilder v. Bernstein  lawsuit gave the city more control over placements. As the num-
ber of white children in care decreased, as did the total number of children in care, 
agencies were more willing to serve children whom they might not have served in the 
past. In 2008 the city ended its direct provision of foster care.  

  vi  .   In legal terms the plaintiff s alleged that religiously affi  liated child care agen-
cies provided foster care services with public funds in violation of the Establishment 
and Free Exercise Clauses of the First Amendment, and that policies of racial and 
religious matching of foster children denied equal access to services in violation of 
the Equal Protection Clause [78Civ. 957 (S.D.N.Y.) June 14, 1973].  

  vii  .   Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of New York, Catholic Charities of 
Brooklyn and Queens, UJA Federation (Jewish), and the secular Federation of 
Protestant Welfare Agencies.  
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child welfare this coordination is done through the Council of Family and 
Child Caring Agencies (COFCCA), which is a lobbying organization and a 
trade association of businesses in child welfare. It represents virtually the 
entire New York foster care industry in negotiations regarding govern-
ment policies, procedures, and funding. Th e agreements on these issues 
that COFCCA reaches with the city are then incorporated in the purchase 
of service contracts between each foster care agency and New York City. 
COFCCA plays a similar role with the state government regarding state 
regulations, reimbursement rates, and funding levels. It is both ironic and 
a sign of the foster care agencies’ power that the city permits them to use 
public funds to pay their annual dues to COFCCA to infl uence government 
policy. 12  

 Th e city’s reliance on these agencies over the past two centuries and the 
infl uence they exert have shaped the city’s child welfare system. Although 
the individual agencies and the religious federations and denominations 
that stand behind them are often unnamed players in child welfare crises, 
their actions shape how children and families experience the system.  

  THE FOSTER CARE BED CRISIS 

 Th e behind-the-scenes story of the foster care bed crisis in the mid-1980s 
illustrates the infl uence these agencies have had. After 10 years of steady 
decline in the foster care caseload, which reached 16,200 children, the 
lowest total since at least 1960, the caseload began to rise in the spring 
of 1985 because of a fl ood of crack-aff ected  viii   babies entering the system, 
the housing shortage, and the increase in teenage pregnancies. At fi rst the 
cumbersome child welfare system had diffi  culty changing direction from 
shrinking to expanding its bed capacity. Th at created a bed shortage. But 
a campaign by voluntary agencies, in which John Cardinal O’Conner, the 
Catholic archbishop of New York, took the lead, turned a bed shortage into 
a bed crisis. 

 Nine months after O’Conner was installed as archbishop, Mayor Ed 
Koch invited him to participate in a news conference on housing. At the 
December 1984 press conference the archbishop surprised the mayor by 
announcing he was examining ways to withdraw the archdiocese from the 
city-funded foster care system. “We will not sell souls for city contracts,” he 
said. 13  From O’Conner’s perspective, many city policies menaced Catholic 

  viii  .   Children were placed into foster care if their crack-addicted mothers were 
incapable of caring for them or if they had any signs of crack-cocaine in their blood.  
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doctrine, restricted the independence of foster care agencies, and upset 
their fi nancial bottom lines. Henceforth, the city’s contracts with all vol-
untary foster care agencies, he correctly feared, would contain new policies 
that would restrict the agencies’ independence that they believed was in 
the best interests of children. Th ree issues were particularly salient from 
O’Conner’s perspective. First, Koch’s recent Executive Order 50 required 
any agency that contracted with the city not to discriminate against gays 
and lesbians in its hiring practices. Second, the  Wilder v. Bernstein  settle-
ment, which was being negotiated at the time, seemed certain to demand 
that all agencies, including Catholic ones, make family planning available 
to teens in their care. Th e  Wilder  settlement also seemed likely to strip the 
agencies of control over which children were placed in their care. Cardinal 
O’Conner, fearful that increased government regulation would not stop 
with child care, said in a speech at the time in Washington, ‘‘Will the 
A.C.L.U. [which fi led the Wilder lawsuit] stop with child-care institutions? 
We expect nursing homes to be next and then our hospitals. How long can 
we fi ght the legal battle that already has cost us a fortune?’’ 14  

 Th ird, the reforms mandated by the New York City Board of Estimate in 
1979 were having an impact on foster care agencies. Th e reforms required 
city government, for the fi rst time, to conduct on-site monitoring of agen-
cies’ care of children through a Program Assessment System. It raised 
performance standards and required sanctions against agencies that 
performed below the new standards. At its height, in the mid-1980s, the 
city’s Program Assessment System had approximately 100 staff  members 
reviewing the performance of foster care agencies. Four agencies had their 
foster care contracts terminated because they were unable to improve 
their performance; others were in jeopardy of being closed. 15  

 O’Conner followed through on his threat. At a time when the crack epi-
demic was increasing the need for beds, Catholic agencies, which had more 
than half the foster care beds, continued to withdraw beds from the sys-
tem. Archdiocesan agencies with upstate residential facilities reduced the 
number of children accepted from New York City and replaced them with 
children referred from upstate counties. Some of these residential foster 
care facilities were converted to serve children from the mental health 
and developmental disabilities systems. In addition, the archdiocesan 
agencies did not initially cooperate when the city asked them to provide 
more beds, turning a shortage into a crisis. 16  

 For many agencies, withdrawing beds from the system was a result of 
business decisions, not a political response to unwanted government reg-
ulation. As the foster care caseload was decreasing and fewer foster care 
beds were needed, agencies logically decided to shift beds to other systems 
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that were not shrinking, such as mental health, mental retardation, or 
juvenile justice. Similarly, during the years that the foster care caseload 
was decreasing, agencies cut back on recruitment of foster homes, shift-
ing their foster home recruiters to other responsibilities or not replacing 
them when they left the agencies. Th ese business decisions made it diffi  -
cult to shift gears to recruit more homes when that became necessary. 

 Soon the city’s child welfare agency’s main executive conference room on 
the 16th fl oor of its headquarters at 80 Lafayette Street was converted into 
a daycare center and then into an overnight nursery to care for children 
for whom permanent foster care placements could not be found. At least 
100 infants, so-called “boarder babies,” were living in hospitals beyond 
medical necessity. Th e New York State Department of Social Services 
authorized some foster care facilities to operate over capacity. In April 
1986, 60 workers stormed into the offi  ce of child welfare Commissioner 
Eric Brettschneider, demanding more foster care beds in which to place 
children. Th e following month the Legal Aid Society fi led  Doe v. New York 
City Department of Social Services  in federal court, alleging that the city did 
not provide a bed for every child in foster care as required by law. 17  

 O’Conner eventually achieved his child welfare goals—more indepen-
dence and less government interference—though he used other means in 
addition to the bed crisis to achieve them. He and the Salvation Army, a 
large Protestant foster care agency, Agudath Israel, an orthodox Jewish 
social service agency, together with the Chamber of Commerce and 
Industry brought suit in New York Supreme Court against the City of New 
York to overturn Executive Order 50. In September 1984, the New York 
Supreme court struck down that part of the executive order that prohib-
ited discrimination based upon “sexual orientation or aff ectional prefer-
ence” on the grounds that the mayor had exceeded his authority. 18   Wilder 
v. Bernstein  was not completely settled for another decade. When a partial 
settlement was reached in 1988, faith-based agencies were not required to 
provide family planning to children in their care, but the city child welfare 
agency, not the individual agencies, was directed to ensure that all chil-
dren had “meaningful access to the full range of family planning informa-
tion, services and counseling.” 19  Th e Program Assessment System that the 
city’s child welfare agency used to evaluate the performance of foster care 
agencies was slowly weakened. Over the years standards were lowered, 
exceptions to standards were allowed, and agencies were no longer sanc-
tioned or closed as a result of unsatisfactory assessments. Th e assessment 
system was fi nally eliminated in 1992 because it no longer was useful to 
evaluate agencies and improve their performance; its elimination would 
save the city money. 20  

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

01_Tobis_Ch 01.indd   901_Tobis_Ch 01.indd   9 2/13/2013   9:32:59 PM2/13/2013   9:32:59 PM



[10] From Pariahs to Partners

 Th e infl uence of religious agencies on child welfare has ebbed and 
fl owed since the mid-1980s. Th e Catholic agencies, the most powerful 
faith-based organizations in child welfare, reached perhaps the apogee of 
their infl uence under O’Conner. With the confl ict between the religious 
child welfare agencies and the city behind them, Koch and O’Conner 
formed a political alliance, immortalized in the book they co-wrote,  His 
Eminence and Hizzoner  in 1989 when Koch was running for a fourth term 
as mayor.  ix   

 Since the time of the Koch–O’Conner alliance the infl uence of the 
religious child welfare agencies has diminished. Edward Cardinal Egan, 
who replaced O’Conner as archbishop in 2000, and Archbishop Timothy 
Dolan, who replaced Egan in 2009, both played a lesser role in child wel-
fare. Th e dramatic decrease in the number of children in foster care in 
the past 20 years also diminished the infl uence of the voluntary agen-
cies. When the foster care system is expanding, as it did in the second 
half of the 1980s, the agencies fi nd themselves in a seller’s market. In 
the period after 1985, the city was desperate to have more beds and 
was at the mercy of the agencies that provide the beds, which greatly 
increased their infl uence. When the system is shrinking, as it has been 
since the 1990s, the city can pick and choose which agencies it uses to 
provide the decreasing number of beds it needs, greatly strengthening 
the city’s hand. 

 As a result, the city has more recently been able to pursue an agenda 
that at times has confl icted with the interests of the faith-based and other 
voluntary agencies. Th e commissioner of New York City’s Administration 
for Children’s Services, John B. Mattingly (2004–2011), summarized the 
agencies’ infl uence as follows:

  I think Giuliani [Rudolph Giuliani, mayor of New York City, 1994–2001] and 

his rough and tumble ways, and the fact that over the years there were fewer 

kids in care, the administration didn’t need the voluntaries as much as they 

did in the past. I think that began the process. Since Giuliani and this mayor 

[Michael Bloomberg, mayor of New York City, 2001–2013], they haven’t had 

  ix  .   As the confl icts between the faith-based agencies and the city’s child welfare 
agency were resolved on terms favorable to the voluntary agencies, the Brooklyn 
Diocese led the way in providing additional foster care beds. Little Flower Children 
and Family Services of New York, for example, reports it “eventually provided family 
placement for over 2,670 children by the time the acute [bed] crisis ended in 1991.” 
[Complaint, June 14, 2010, Supreme Court of the State of New York,  Little Flower 
Children and Family Services, v. City of New York , New York City Administration for 
Children’s Services, p. 9.]  
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the access . . . . Of course they can always get heard. Sister Paulette [execu-

tive director of Good Shepherd Services] can always call Linda [Gibbs, deputy 

mayor for Health and Human Services]. 21     

  CHILD WELFARE SERVICES 

 Child welfare agencies provide three main types of services: in-home 
services (called preventive services), out-of-home services (foster care and 
group care), and adoption. Th ese services are briefl y described below.  

  IN-HOME SERVICES (PREVENTIVE SERVICES) 

 Preventive service is an odd name for services that are generally pro-
vided only after a family is found to have neglected or abused a child. 
It can be said that the U.S. child welfare system provides an ambu-
lance to a family after it has fallen off the cliff.  x   In most other indus-
trialized nations, preventive services (often called family support 
services) are provided to prevent problems before families are over-
whelmed. In the United States, a family has to have been reported, 
been investigated, and found to have abused or neglected a child to 
receive services such as anger management, counseling, therapy, par-
enting classes, homemaking assistance, drug or alcohol treatment, or 
emergency financial aid.  xi   

 Although other social welfare systems provide assistance to poor fami-
lies, the child welfare system assists only families that have been found to 
have abused or neglected their children. In the 1990s, even after a fam-
ily had been found to have abused or neglected a child, if the child was 
not placed in foster care, the family rarely received assistance. As late as 

  x  .   In formal terms the child welfare system in New York and throughout the United 
States is a reactive, residual, remedial system, rather than a proactive, preventive, 
universal system. [See Duncan Lindsey,  Th e Welfare of Children  (New York: Oxford 
University Press): 25, quoting A. Kadushin and J. A. Martin,  Child Welfare Services  
(New York: Macmillan, 1988): 7-8.]  

  xi  .   Th e New York State Child Welfare Reform Act of 1979 does allow a small per-
centage of families served by preventive service agencies to be walk-ins, people who 
voluntarily come to the agency for help before a child is neglected or abused. Th e 
contracts the Administration for Children (ACS) has with preventive service agen-
cies allow for a few families to be helped before they have abused or neglected a child 
but these cases are discouraged by ACS as it tries to have more higher risk families 
served.  
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2006, 38.4% of families in indicated reports of abuse or neglect, received 
no services. 22  

 Commissioner Mattingly describes current cases he reviewed that were 
also reported to child protective services for abuse and neglect in the 
past:

  If you sit in the child stat conferences,  xii   you see cases with seven or eight or 

nine prior reports [of abuse or neglect] during the past 15 years, and we didn’t 

do anything to help them. Th is has to change. 23    

 Th e family support services provided by some child welfare agencies are 
exemplary. Harlem Children’s Zone in Manhattan and the Center for 
Family Life in Brooklyn are nationally renowned for helping troubled fam-
ilies. Many other preventive service programs also are helpful to those 
they serve. Some, however, provide little more than an arm around the 
shoulder or a class teaching how to raise a toddler when the parent is deal-
ing with an out-of-control teenager. Parenting classes and anger manage-
ment classes are almost universally required hoops parents have to jump 
through to get their children back, though the eff ectiveness of those pro-
grams has rarely been evaluated. 24  What families often need, however, 
are social services or material assistance to deal with problems associated 
with poverty, the factor most often associated with abuse and neglect. 25  

 Part of the reason that the eff ectiveness of these programs varies so 
much is that very few of the roughly 118 programs that provide preven-
tive services in New York City (or the thousands of others that provide 
them elsewhere in the country, for that matter) have been evaluated to 
determine if they improve a family’s functioning or keep children safe. In 
2010, New York City did not evaluate the performance of the $235 million 
it spent on preventive services for almost 30,000 children, which is hardly 
surprising because it has never done such a performance assessment. 26  
Th e city gathers numbers on how many families are served and how many 
times a worker contacted a family by phone or in person, but the city does 
not determine if the children were abused or neglected again, if the life of 
the family changed after the receipt of services, or if the parents felt they 
received the help they needed. 

 Nevertheless, even relying on unevaluated programs, it is much wiser 
policy to keep a family intact, if the children’s safety can be assured, than 

  xii  .   Child Stat conferences are weekly reviews held by Commissioner Mattingly 
of child protective service cases. Each week a diff erent unit of CPS workers presents 
randomly selected cases for review by the commissioner and his senior staff .  
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to take the extreme and often harmful step of removing children from 
the home. Services such as providing child care, a larger or safer dwelling, 
family counseling, a homemaker to help manage the household when a 
parent is incapacitated, or an outpatient drug treatment program, with a 
social worker periodically visiting the home, are what families need and 
often want.  

  FOSTER CARE 

 Foster care—placement with a relative or with a stranger—is a necessary 
but unfortunate way to care for children.  xiii   It should be used only when it 
is not possible to ensure a child’s safety in his or her home. When a child 
is placed into a foster home, a family bond is broken that is very hard to 
repair. Children often are traumatized by being removed from their fam-
ily and often blame themselves for the removal. Although some children 
in care feel nurtured by their foster family, children more often report 
feeling like an outsider, like a guest in the foster home, or like nothing 
more than a source of income for the family in which they are placed. 27  

 Compounding the problems of separation, parents until recently had 
been excluded from participating in most decisions about their children 
while the kids are in foster care. Th ey were often not allowed to decide sim-
ple matters, such as whether their adolescent daughter should continue to 
see her pediatrician or should switch to a doctor nearer her foster home or 
what school their fi rst grade son should attend. And, as has recently been 
revealed, many parents whose children were in foster care were not asked 
permission for their youngsters to participate in experimental research 
for an HIV drug. 28  

 When a child protective service worker from the city’s child welfare 
agency determines that a child cannot live safely with his or her family, 
New York State law requires that the child welfare agency petition Family 
Court for authorization to remove the child from the home and to put the 
child in the care of a voluntary foster care agency. However, more often 
than not in the 1990s, the child was fi rst removed from the home and 
then child protective services went to court to have the removal approved. 

  xiii  .   Foster care formally refers to the placement of children into an individual 
family home. Th e term, however, in contemporary child welfare parlance has come to 
mean any out-of-home placement for a child who is in the custody of the state, which 
is how the term is used in this book. When other types of settings are discussed—
group homes, campus settings, or large residential institutions—that modality is 
specifi cally mentioned.  
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Today, child removals before court approval, except in emergencies, are 
less common. In most instances today, the child protective service worker 
meets as a group in what is called a child safety conference. In attend-
ance is the family, family friends and relatives, and perhaps a minister or 
someone from the neighborhood, at times a parent advocate to discuss the 
family’s ability to care for the child before child protective services goes to 
Family Court for authorization to remove the child. 

 Children in state custody can be placed into kinship foster care with 
a relative, usually a grandparent, an aunt, or an older sibling, or with a 
stranger.  xiv   Kinship placements are generally preferable to placements 
with strangers. In kinship care the child is in a familiar environment and 
can more easily maintain connection with his or her biological family. In 
the early 1990s slightly less than 60% of the children in foster care were 
placed with strangers; slightly more than 40% were in kinship foster care 
with a relative. Th e percentage of children in kinship had decreased some-
what to about 35% in FY 2010. 29  

 Foster care is supposed to be a short-term placement until a permanent 
solution for the child is found. In New York City as well as throughout the 
country, foster care in the 1990s had become a long-term solution, often 
with harmful consequences to children. Children in New York City in 1995 
remained in foster care an average of 4.4 years, considerably higher than 
the national average stay of 2.4 years. 30 ,  xv   

 Children with more serious behavioral, emotional, or developmental 
problems and some teenagers are placed in congregate facilities that house 
as many as 40 or so children, rather than in foster homes. Depending on the 
number of children housed, these facilities are called group homes, group 
residences, or residential treatment centers for emotionally disturbed 

  xiv  .   Children who are not in state custody can be informally placed in the family 
of a relative. Th ese children are not part of the child welfare system and are not dis-
cussed in this book.  

  xv  .   Th ere are two main ways of measuring how long children stay in foster care. 
Th e fi rst is to look at how long all children in care on a specifi c day have been in care. 
Using this approach, in 1995 children were in care an average of about 4.4 years. Th is 
approach looks at all children who enter foster care. Children who remain in care for 
long periods of time, sometimes from birth until they are 21, bring up the average. 

 Th e second approach is to measure how long children who enter care for the fi rst 
time during a given year remain in care before leaving care for a specifi c destina-
tion—to parents, to adoption, or to independent living. Using this approach, in 2000 
children who were discharged to their parents remained in care an average of 6.4 
months. Th is approach looks only at children who have left care, not at children who 
remain in care. It looks at subgroups of children, excluding, for example, children 
who are discharged to independent living, who often are in care for many years. Th e 
city changed its reporting system to use this approach in about 2000 preventing 
comparisons of the two approaches in comparable years.  
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children. New York City no longer uses large residential institutions hous-
ing hundreds of children, which until the mid-twentieth century were the 
main way that foster children in New York and throughout the nation were 
housed. Th ough Newt Gingrich, a Congressman from Georgia then serving 
as Speaker of the U.S. House of Representative, and others in the 1990s 
championed the revival of large residential institutions, such facilities have 
been almost universally discredited as a healthy way to care for children. 
Smaller group facilities have a useful place in a continuum of care. 31  

 New York City now contracts with 28 agencies to provide foster care and 
20 agencies to provide residential care (all but four of the residential pro-
viders also provide foster care) for a total cost in 2010 of $789 million. 32  

 As a result of the diffi  cult lives they had before entering care, the trauma 
of separation, and their often painful experiences in foster homes, many 
children are severely damaged emotionally when they leave care. In New 
York City, 19% of teens in foster care in 1991 were in homeless shelters 
within 3 years of discharge. 33  Nationally, the outcomes have been similar. 
A 2007 study by Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago looked at adoles-
cents formerly in foster care in the Midwest when they turned 21. It found 
that 18% had been homeless at least once, 25% did not have a high school 
degree, 29% had been incarcerated, and 50% were unemployed. 34   

  ADOPTION 

 As much as adoption  xvi   might seem redolent of motherhood and apple pie, 
it is a controversial and problem-fraught element of the child welfare sys-
tem. Many aspects of adoption had been contentious. Should single par-
ents or gay parents be permitted to adopt? Should adoption be as much a 
priority as reunifi cation with a child’s family of origin? Should black chil-
dren be adopted by white families, or is cross-racial adoption genocide, as 
the National Association of Black Social Workers has declared in 1972? 35  
Should Caucasian children be adopted by black families, as the character 
played by Steve Martin was in the hilarious 1979 movie  Th e Jerk ? Each of 
these issues has been resolved in favor of widening the range of people 
who can adopt, though Martin is the only white boy I know of who was 
adopted by a black family. 

  xvi  .   In this book adoption—the permanent transfer of legal rights of parenting—
refers to children placed for adoption through a child welfare agency that is part of 
the city’s public child welfare system. Independent or private adoptions or interna-
tional adoptions occur outside of the public U.S. child welfare system. Th ose adop-
tions are not discussed in this book.  
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[16] From Pariahs to Partners

 Adoption is a complicated and delicate process, made more diffi  cult 
by fractured decision-making and confl icting goals. In 1992 only 1,784 
children, about 12%, were adopted from among the 14,463 children 
who had a goal adoption in New York City. 36  At that time it took almost 
fi ve years for a child in the care of New York City voluntary foster care 
agencies to be adopted, among the longest adoption delays anywhere in 
the U.S. 37  

 In response to the delays and the very low number of children who 
were being adopted across the country, Congress passed the Adoption 
and Safe Families Act (ASFA) of 1997, which provided a stick and a car-
rot to improve adoption. Th e stick was that agencies had essentially 15 
months to reunify a child with his or her family, often too short a time 
to solve the many family ills that had brought the child into care. If the 
agency could not return a child home in time, it was required to termi-
nate the parents’ right to the child and to move to have the youngster 
adopted. Getting many of these children adopted was not easy, resulting 
in an increasing number of children in limbo: Th eir parents’ rights had 
been terminated, but the children remained unadopted. 38  In addition, 
as more attention was focused on children being adopted, reunifi cation 
rates for children with their biological families fell in the post-ASFA 
1990s. 39  

 Th e carrot was that jurisdictions received an additional $4000 to be dis-
tributed to agencies for each child that was adopted, as an incentive to 
complete more adoptions. Earlier legislation, the Adoption Assistance and 
Child Welfare Act of 1980, provided funds to parents who adopted special 
needs children from the child welfare system. Th ese are older children, 
children with disabilities, and children from ethnic minorities, terms that 
describe essentially all children who are adopted from the New York City 
foster care system. As a result, at present almost all families that adopt a 
child from the public welfare system in New York receive a monthly pay-
ment that is the same as the foster care payment. 

 Th e result of these changes was that annual adoption rates doubled 
nationally and more than doubled in New York City, where in 1999 
3,806 foster care children were adopted, equaling 34% of youngsters 
with a goal of adoption. 40  As the number of children in foster care has 
decreased over the years, the number of children adopted has returned 
to earlier levels. In FY 2010, only 1,165 children were adopted, but the 
percentage of children with a goal of adoption who are adopted remained 
high, at 30.3%. Nevertheless, today children who do get adopted still 
remain in care an average of more than 3 years before their adoption is 
completed. 41   
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  THE CITY’S PUBLIC CHILD WELFARE AGENCY 

 Until the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, New York City had a trou-
bled child welfare bureaucracy with commissioners leaving or being fi red 
after very short tenures and with mayors reorganizing the agency and 
changing its name almost as frequently. Th e Bureau of Child Welfare 
(BCW) became Special Services for Children in 1969, which became the 
Child Welfare Administration (CWA) in the late 1980s, and fi nally became 
the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) in 1996. Until ACS was 
created, the city’s public child welfare agency was an ineff ective, misman-
aged, underfunded part of a mega-bureaucracy, the Human Resources 
Administration. 

 Th e murder of 6-year-old Elisa Izquierdo in November 1995 by her 
mother once again exposed the child welfare system’s profound fail-
ings. Th e city had been notifi ed multiple times by social workers, school 
offi  cials, relatives, and neighbors that Elisa was being mistreated, then 
brutalized, and then tortured, but the city failed to act appropriately. A 
memo from Katherine Kroft, then the Giuliani administration’s child 
welfare commissioner, a month before Elisa’s death complained that 
city staff  cuts made it impossible to train child abuse case workers or 
to measure their competence. City, state, and federal cuts had reduced 
the city’s child welfare budget by one-sixth in the preceding years. Child 
protective workers who received the complaints about Elisa had case-
loads that were three, four, and even fi ve times larger than regulations 
required. 42  

 Hoping to improve child welfare services and to limit the political 
fallout from Elisa Izquierdo’s death, Giuliani in 1996 created ACS as 
an independent agency, reporting directly to the mayor, with Nicholas 
Scoppetta, a former prosecutor, an experienced city administrator and a 
former foster child, as its fi rst commissioner. Th e creation of ACS laid the 
foundation for a long, slow process of reform in the city’s child welfare 
system. 

 New York City’s public child welfare agency, whatever its name at a 
given time, signs contracts with and allocates the money to the volun-
tary agencies that provide preventive services, foster care, and adoption 
services. It also monitors their performance and, along with the state and 
federal governments, sets the standards for their performance. Th e city’s 
public child welfare agency also directly administers child protective 
services, which investigates all reports of abuse and neglect and recom-
mends to Family Court whether children should be removed from their 
home.  
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  CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES 

 Child protective services are the gateway to the child welfare system. 
Doctors, social workers, teachers, and other professionals are required 
by the federal Child Abuse, Prevention and Treatment Act of 1974 (P.L. 
93-247) to report to the state whenever they suspect that a child might be 
in danger of being neglected or abused. Th ey are called “mandated report-
ers.” Anyone else can report a suspected case of abuse or neglect but is not 
required to do so. 

 A person who suspects that a child is being abused or neglected calls 
the New York State Central Registry to report the allegation. Th e registry 
is administered by another large bureaucracy, the New York State Offi  ce of 
Children and Family Services, which refers the report to the local district, 
in this case New York City, to investigate the allegation. In fi scal year 1996 
the city’s child welfare agency investigated 52,994 reports of abuse and 
neglect, an average per case worker of 24.1 cases, far higher than would 
allow workers to adequately investigate reports; in fi scal year 2010 ACS 
investigated 65,114 reports of abuse and neglect, with the average case-
load per worker of 9.1, the lowest it has been in over a decade. 43  

 Investigating reports of abuse and neglect is one of the most diffi  cult 
jobs in the city. CPS workers, who generally have little more than a college 
degree, 10 weeks of classroom training, and 3 months of fi eld training, go 
into apartments in the worst neighborhoods in the city, often alone and 
after dark. Th ey have to make quick decisions that might contribute to the 
death of a child on the one hand or to the destruction of a family on the 
other. 

 In the 1990s, child protection workers had few ways to help, other than 
removing the child, when a family was overwhelmed or a child was at risk 
of neglect or abuse. Today workers have access to more services to help 
families than they had in the past. Nevertheless, in May 2007 14% of 
families who have been found to have abused or neglected their children 
received no services. 44  

 Th e culture of the protective services has added to the diffi  culty of 
responding in a measured way to reports of abuse and neglect. Th e pro-
tective service workers not only see abuse and neglect under every bed 
but also see almost any situation as one that could lead to a child being 
put in danger or killed. Th is culture is a logical outgrowth of conditions in 
the fi eld. With few resources available to help families in trouble, a worker 
is faced with the choice of removing the child or leaving him or her in a 
home with little or no assistance and being held responsible for harm that 
might befall the child, no matter how unlikely. Not surprisingly, workers 
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gravitate toward taking the child from the home. In 1995, 7,949 children 
were removed from their families and placed in foster care. 45  After the 
death of Elisa Izquierdo at the end of 1995, Scoppetta promulgated a pol-
icy that stipulated: “Any ambiguity regarding the safety of a child will be 
resolved in favor of removing the child from harm’s way.” 46  In fi scal year 
1997, 11,453 youngsters went into foster care 47 —an average of one child 
removed from his or her family every 45 minutes. 

 Th at policy and the general culture of child protective services con-
tributed to unnecessary removals of children. Although it is hard to fi nd 
agreement on what is an unnecessary removal, the following is illustra-
tive. In fi scal year 1997 when 11,453 children were removed from their 
families, 30 children died in cases known to ACS. In fi scal year 2003, the 
fi rst full year after Scoppetta left offi  ce, 6,901 children were removed but 
only 24 children died in cases known to ACS. According to this indicator, 
removing more children does not increase their safety. In fact, fewer chil-
dren died when fewer children were removed from their families. 48  

 Th ere is an additional factor that compounds CPS’s woes: the high rate 
of turnover among its investigators, who for reasons cited above fi nd their 
job daunting. In 2006, 49% of child protective service workers had less 
than 1 year of experience on the job. 49  Th e combination of inexperienced 
workers, few resources to help families, understaffi  ng, limited funding, 
and the vulnerability of children has made child protective services the 
area that comes under fi re when a child welfare crisis arises, causing a 
commissioner to be fi red or the abandonment of well-intentioned reforms 
that have not done enough. Even though there have been signifi cant 
improvements in ACS’s child protective services since its nadir in 1995, it 
is still a troubled area.  

  FAMILY COURT 

 Th e New York State Family Court Act of 1962 created Family Court to be 
an objective judicial authority that would make independent, equitable, 
and timely decisions when the state decides to remove a child from his 
or her family.  xvii   Th e reality of Family Court in New York City, created as 
a result of the Act, is very diff erent. At the end of the twentieth century, 
Family Court in New York City had evolved into an institution that was 

  xvii  .   In addition to child protection proceedings, Family Court also handles cases 
involving child support, custody and visitation, domestic violence, and juvenile 
delinquency.  
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[20] From Pariahs to Partners

almost universally criticized for failing to provide equitable or timely jus-
tice for families embroiled in the child welfare system. Th e Special Child 
Welfare Advisory Panel, as part of the  Marisol v. Giuliani  settlement, in 
2000 prepared a “Special Report on Family Court” containing withering 
criticisms. 

 Th e report described pervasive delays in the resolution of cases, with 
“multiple, routine adjournments of virtually every case.” When cases came 
before the court, “With rare exceptions, hearings lack suffi  cient docket 
time for a true examination of the   issues . . . Some caseworkers appear in 
court late; some are unprepared to testify; some are dressed inappropri-
ately, and some do not appear at all, without prior notice.” Th e panel found 
that parents lacked adequate legal representation. “Parents must appear 
at court in order to have an attorney assigned,” the report said. Th ey were 
represented by independent lawyers who worked without institutional 
support, were inadequately compensated ($45 an hour for courtroom 
time; $35 an hour for time out of court), and, in some boroughs, “hearings 
have to be postponed because there is no attorney available for assign-
ment.” Th e report concluded that “It is common for court orders (for exam-
ple, for specifi c services or evaluations to be provided) not to be carried 
out . . . . Judges see themselves as powerless victims of the system rather 
than as powerful change agents.” 50  

 In many ways these shortcomings persist. 51  According to Children’s 
Rights, Inc.’s 2007 study  At the Crossroads , which reviewed changes in 
Family Court, “Indeed, by most accounts, the court continues to be cha-
otic, with families and attorneys sometimes waiting the better part of a 
day for their hearings to be called; fact fi nding hearings are long delayed, 
sometimes resulting in permanency hearings being held prior to the court 
even having made the fi nding that abuse and neglect had occurred; and 
permanency hearings are not occurring in a timely fashion.” 52  Another 
problem is a lack of services to help families resolve the situations that 
caused their children to be placed in care, as well as services needed for 
children to return home. According to Clark Richardson, supervising 
judge of New York City Bronx Family Court from year 2000 to 2009:

  Th e diff erence between a well-handled case and one that is not well-handled 

is access to services and supports for families. Th ere is a lack of services in 

general, and the services that do exist are poor services. 53    

 In addition, many of the decisions made in Family Court by judges are social 
work decisions, not legal decisions. For example, should a child be moved 
from one foster home to another? Should family visits be supervised? 
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Which services should a family receive? Family Court proceedings have 
turned making social work judgments into adversarial legal proceedings 
rather than a mediated, supportive, collaborative process to help families 
solve their problems. 

 Th ere is one exception to the persistent problems in Family Court. 
Beginning in 2007 in the Bronx, Brooklyn, and Manhattan and in 2011 
in Queens, half of the families who appear in New York City Family 
Court proceedings involving the removal of their children are repre-
sented by publicly funded lawyers who work for legal organizations—
Bronx Defenders, Brooklyn Family Defense Project, and Center for Family 
Representation  xviii  —rather than for themselves. Th ese lawyers are mem-
bers of a team—that also comprises a social worker and often a parent 
advocate  xix  —that represents the parent in court. Adequate legal represen-
tation has begun to move New York City’s Family Court toward a system 
in which justice can occur.  

  SUMMARY 

 Th e protection and care provided to children and families by New York 
City’s child welfare system by most accounts were dysfunctional in 1995. 
Th e power of the faith-based voluntary foster care agencies was at an 
all-time high, despite the fact that government provided almost all of the 
money the agencies used to provide foster care to children and preventive 
services to families. Families whose children were in care or who needed 
help from the city or the child welfare agencies had little infl uence on their 
own cases and no infl uence in shaping child welfare programs or policies. 
After a 10-year decline in the number of children in foster care, which 
reached an all-time low of 16,200 in 1984, the crack and HIV/AIDS epi-
demics, the housing shortage, and the rise in teenage pregnancies caused 
the number of children in foster care to rise rapidly, reaching an all-time 
high of almost 50,000 in 1992. Th e voluntary agencies successfully used 
their political power and the city’s need for additional beds to undo, 

  xviii  .   In 2007 the New York City’s Offi  ce of the Criminal Justice Coordinator began 
contracting with these organizations for legal representation for half of the parents 
who appear in child protection proceedings in Family Court in the Bronx, Brooklyn, 
and Manhattan, respectively. Th e Center for Family Representation received the con-
tract for Queens in 2011. Staten Island is not yet covered.  

  xix  .   A parent advocate is a person whose child was in foster care. Generally the 
parent advocate has been reunited with his or her child and has been trained to 
assist other parents and help them negotiate the child welfare system so they can be 
reunited with their children.  
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[22] From Pariahs to Partners

prevent, or delay reforms that would have improved the system but would 
also have restricted their independence. 

 In 1995, the death of Elisa Izquierdo, a 6-year-old child under the 
supervision of the city’s child welfare system, exposed the system’s per-
vasive problem: overwhelmed and unsupported staff  was failing to help 
overwhelmed and unsupported families. In the aftermath of  Marisol v. 
Giuliani , Giuliani created in early 1996 a new child welfare agency, the 
Administration for Children’s Services, that began reforming the child 
welfare system.        
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     CHAPTER 2 

 Parents Change   

   Every year thousands of children from poor families, most of them 
black or Latino, are put in New York City’s foster care system. Th ey are 

placed there for many reasons.  i   Poverty is an underlying cause in almost 
all cases. And it is not just the poor whose children go into foster care, 
but the poorest of the poor. 1  Child abuse is present in all social classes, 
but child removals occur disproportionately among children of the poor. 
Th e stresses of poverty amplify other problems, such as a parent’s medical 
issues, or a child’s hyperactivity, or living in close quarters, or residing in a 
shelter. 2  Th ese in turn create tensions that can lead to neglect or abuse. 

 Neglect is the most common reason a child is put in foster care. Th e 
neglect is often a by-product of an overwhelmed single mother, living 
in poverty, trying in vain to cope with myriad problems, possessing few 

  i  .   Th e Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) regularly reports the specifi c 
reasons that children are reported to the State Central Registry. It does not, however, 
report the specifi c reasons that children are placed into foster care. In 2009, 59,249 
reports involving 93,988 children and 100,194 allegations were fi led. Of the 100,194 
allegations, 68% were for neglect, 18.6% were for physical, sexual, or psychological 
abuse, and 13.4% were for other unspecifi ed reasons.  [ New York City Administration 
for Children’s Services, “Child Abuse/Neglect Statistics for Selected Highbridge 
Census Tracts, Bronx CD4. Bronx, and NYC 2009.” ]   
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material resources, and having only a frayed safety net and a small social 
network to assist her. Abuse is much less common, though media cover-
age of the occasional, sensational abuse cases gives the public the false 
impression that most parents lose children to foster care because they 
have battered them. Domestic violence in which mothers are battered is 
often part of the family dynamic in which a child is removed for having 
been abused. Substance abuse is often present as well. 

 Sometimes placement in foster care is necessary to protect a child; in 
other cases, fi nancial assistance, help in rearing a diffi  cult child, and/or 
child care or a homemaker to help an overwhelmed single parent cope 
would go a long way to solving a family’s problems without the drastic 
measure of removing a child from the family home.       

  RACIAL DIFFERENCE THROUGH NEW YORK CITY’S 

CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM 

 Nationally, 60% of the children in foster care are black, Latino, or other 
 races. 3  In New York City in 1998 and continuing through the present, 
96% of the children in foster care were children of color—primarily 
black and Latino. 4  Th e disproportionality increases at each step in the 
placement process. Figure 2.1 prepared by ACS shows the percentage of 
African-American children at each step in the placement process in 2007. 
Whereas African-Americans were 27% of the city’s child population, they 
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 Figure 2.1:      Race/Ethinicity and the Path through the Child Welfare System, CY 2007  
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PA R E N T S C H A N G E [ 25 ]

constituted 39.9% of children in abuse/neglect reports, 41.8% of children 
in substantiated reports, 45.8% of children who entered foster care, and 
56.7% of children in foster care. 5   

  PARENTS CHANGE 

 Th e four stories recounted later in this chapter represent common situa-
tions that can often lead to mothers losing their children to foster care. 
Each of the mothers in these stories changed her life as a result of her 
experience with the child welfare system. Some were helped to change by 
a person or a program; some changed in reaction to the injustice they felt 
they had experienced. All the mothers have become activists or advocates 
who work to improve the child welfare system or to help other families.  ii   

 Most of us change during our lives. Often the changes we make are far 
greater than we imagined they would be when we were young. When a 
parent dies, we shift from being a child to becoming a senior member of 
our family. When a job or career ends, we fi nd new ways to make a living, 
to feel fulfi lled, or at least to be occupied. An illness or disability strikes 
us or someone close to us, and we learn to cope with or embrace the life 
we now have. We become involved in a dead-end relationship, it ends, and 
we move on. We struggle with and sometimes overcome the countless 
large and small addictions that trap us in a lifetime—food, money, praise, 
clothes, alcohol, cigarettes, drugs, sex, cell phones, email, or Crackberries. 
Often we change, but not always. Parents who have been involved in the 
child welfare system are similar. Some change and some don’t. Th is chap-
ter describes parents who have changed and have overcome adversities 
that to many of us seem overwhelming. 

 How is it possible that parents who have abused or neglected their children, 
or have been charged with doing so, can change so dramatically that they are 
not only able to care for their children well but also are able to help other par-
ents? An analysis of the emotional, psychological, cultural, and social factors 
that go into a person’s change, let alone identifying the shared reasons that a 
group of people change, is beyond the scope of this book and perhaps beyond 
human understanding. Instead, the stories of the four mothers whose chil-
dren were placed into foster care recount the changes in their lives. 

 Like all people, these parents have complex personal histories that defi ne 
their choices and contribute to their behavior. Parents charged with abuse 

  ii  .   A few fathers are parent advocates. One, Carlos Boyet, is profi led in Chapter 4 
on CWOP.  
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[26] From Pariahs to Partners

or neglect, however, are often presented in the media as two-dimensional, 
cardboard fi gures. Th is portrayal leaves out their humanity, their limited 
choices, and, not infrequently, their innocence. Th e complexity of their 
pasts contains the seeds of their unexpected futures. With changed cir-
cumstances, diff erent aspects of a person can fl ourish. 

 Sometimes we make enormous changes on our own; sometimes we 
change with help from another individual, a program, or a better environ-
ment. Parents who become parent advocates generally have not changed on 
their own but have been encouraged and supported in their eff orts by other 
parents and organizations that believe in them and work on their behalf. 
To solve their immediate problems, they received help—better housing, 
drug treatment, a job, or a new school for their children. Sometimes coun-
seling helped, though often the parenting and anger management classes 
required by welfare agencies were of scant discernible benefi t. 

 Becoming a parent advocate demands additional support. Among other 
things, it requires learning how the child welfare system works, how to 
identify key people to contact, how to infl uence decision makers, and how to 
do grassroots organizing. It involves participating in a peer support group, 
learning how to be a leader, and overcoming the fear of speaking in public. 

 Working alongside others who have had a child put in foster care and 
being part of a movement of likeminded people are aspects of their lives that 
sustain them. Having a paid job as an advocate, having a positive impact on 
other people’s lives, and having an eff ect on the system that caused them so 
much pain are affi  rming, energizing, and life-changing experiences. 

 Finally, not everyone who is charged with abuse or neglect or whose 
child is placed in foster care is guilty or needs to change dramatically. 
Sharwline Nicholson was a struggling mother doing a fi ne job raising 
her two children alone when her ex-boyfriend returned to New York and 
began beating her as soon as she opened the door of her Brooklyn apart-
ment. He was enraged because he thought she was involved with another 
man. While she was in the hospital recovering, child protective services 
removed her children because one child had witnessed the assault. Th e 
 Nicholson v. Scoppetta  lawsuit later overturned the city’s right to remove 
children merely because they witnessed abuse. 6  

 Nicole Bush feared for her son’s safety after a male school aide took him 
to unknown locations during school hours for a “suspension” hearing. She 
complained to the school and was subsequently reported by the school 
to child protective services, according to an article in the  Daily News . Th e 
article stated, “Friction with principals and fi ghts with teachers have led 
to visits from child welfare investigators, numerous parents have told the 
 Daily News .” 7  
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 Examples of mothers’ whose children were wrongly removed from their 
custody by the state occur with painful regularity in every jurisdiction in 
the country as summarized in the study by the U.S. Health and Human 
Services, Children’s Bureau cited below. 

 What proportion of parents whose children have been put in foster care 
can change suffi  ciently to be successfully reunited with their kids? And what 
proportion of parents who are reunited with their children can or should 
become parent advocates? Some data give a rough answer to the fi rst question. 
First, many children have been removed inappropriately from their parents’ 
custody, and those parents do not need to change. For example, according 
to a study reported by Paul Chill, clinical professor of law, University of 
Connecticut School of Law, “According to statistics published by the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), more than 100,000 chil-
dren who were removed in 2001—more than one in three— were later found 
not to have been maltreated at all ” [emphasis in original]. 8  

 Among children in New York City discharged from foster care in 2010, 
69% were reunifi ed with their families, 16% were adopted, and 15% 
were discharged to a nonpermanency discharge (independent living). 9  
Presumably this means that ACS believes that almost 7 out of 10 parents 
who have had children placed in foster care have changed enough that 
their children can rejoin them. 

 Some of the children who are discharged to their families, however, 
return to foster care within 2 years. In 2009, 11% of children discharged 
in New York City returned to foster care within 2 years of discharge. Th is 
would reduce the successful family reunifi cations to closer to 60%. 10  

 Th e second question—what proportion of parents who are reunited 
with their children can or should become parent advocates—is harder to 
answer. Working as a parent advocate or a parent organizer is not for every-
one. Few people in the general population work as community organizers 
or have social service jobs in which they help others. Th e proportion of 
parents who become parent advocates or organizers is similarly small.  

  THE MOTHERS WHOSE CHILDREN WERE REMOVED AND THEN 

BECAME PARENT ADVOCATES 

 What follows are the stories of four mothers who had their children 
removed from the home and how and why they changed, were reunited 
with their children, and became parent advocates. All of the mothers 
agreed to have their names used. Unless otherwise noted, the quotes are 
the voice of the mother. 
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[28] From Pariahs to Partners

 I originally interviewed the mothers between February and June 
2009.  iii   I remained in touch with the parents profi led in this book and 
reinterviewed them in April and May 2011 to fi nd out how their lives had 
evolved in the 2 years since we fi rst spoke. I spoke with them again in 
August 2012. 

 Th e mothers’ accounts have not been corroborated with ACS records or 
court records. Th ese stories are not presented in an eff ort to establish the 
“truth” of what occurred in the situations involved, if such a thing could 
be determined. Rather they are here to show the perceptions of people 
who have had their children put in foster care. Th ese perceptions refl ect 
the attitudes of the clients toward a system intended to help them and 
their children. In doing that, the stories off er valuable guidance to the 
people who run that system. Th ese stories are also presented because, in 
my 30 years of experience, they are typical—in their import, if not in their 
details—of the accounts given by people who have had to deal with the 
child welfare system. Beyond that, the stories show not only the complex, 
diffi  cult lives that bring the system into these mothers’ living rooms but 
also the need for empathy and in-depth explorations of each family’s his-
tory to develop an eff ective, appropriate, and humane course of action for 
the child and his or her family. 

 Perhaps these stories understate the parents’ role in the child’s place-
ment in foster care, just as an autobiography of politicians or corporate 
executives might understate their errors and overstate their achieve-
ments. And if the stories underplay the mothers’ responsibility, their 
transformation into advocates for other parents becomes all the more 
impressive. 

 Each of these mothers made mistakes that brought ACS into their lives. 
Some tried to get help from ACS, schools, medical centers, or social ser-
vice agencies; most often they did not receive the help they needed for 
themselves or for their children. Wanda, who was deeply involved with 
hard drugs, should have had her children removed. Th e other parents’ 
situations are more complicated. Would quality parent training or medi-
cation for a hyperactive 2-year-old child have enabled Jeanette to safely 
care for her child? Would therapy, a support group, or medication have 
helped diminish Youshell’s depression, or would a more responsive school 
system have enabled her children to attend school regularly? Would a 
top-notch boarding school have cooled things out between Sandra and her 
angry adolescent? As costly as that might be, it would likely be no more 

  iii  .   Th ree of the stories are amplifi ed with information from articles the mothers 
wrote about their lives in  Rise  magazine.  
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expensive than the average cost of keeping a child in New York City foster 
care, $49,000 in 2010. 11  

 Could the supports that these parents received after they fell off  a 
cliff —a job, a parent support group, leadership training, good therapy, a 
community of similarly struggling parents—have made a diff erence had 
that help been available earlier in their lives? I think so.  

  SANDRA KILLETT: PHYSICAL ABUSE OF AN ADOLESCENT 

  According to New York City’s Administration for Child Services (ACS), Sandra 
Killett beat her 13-year-old son, Sam, with a baseball bat. According to Sandra, 
before the incident with the bat, she contacted ACS several times, seeking help 
to deal with her angry, defi ant adolescent son. Th e assistance she received failed 
to resolve their confl icts. When one of their fi ghts escalated out of control, she 
hit him on his leg with a bat to defend herself. Sam was in foster care for 2 years 
in four diff erent foster homes.  

  Sandra is a bright, articulate, loving mother. Today she readily acknowledges 
she should not have hit her son with a bat. Sandra contacted ACS early on to get 
help but they did not provide what she needed, allowing things to escalate to an 
explosion. A humane social welfare system would not have allowed the family 
situation to get to that point. Sandra went to a medical facility to have her son 
evaluated but they missed seeing the depth of Sam’s defi ance and extent of the 
family’s confl icts. Help should have been provided to Sam to deal with his anger 
and defi ance. As Sandra says, the system treated her as if “He did nothing. It 
was all about me. You are the out of control person, the parent. You don’t know 
what you’re doing. You’re clueless.”  

 Sandra, now in her 40s, grew up in the Bedford-Stuyvesant section of 
Brooklyn. “I lived on a block where everyone cared about everyone” she 
says. “It was that village. I remember our garbage not being picked up, and 
a neighbor chastising the garbage men because they were late.” 

 When she was 14 she went to the welfare offi  ce with her mother after 
her parents had separated and her mother had lost her job. “I remember 
my mom going to the welfare offi  ce and not being respected. At the time I 
thought, ‘So this is how it works.’ I wanted to do something about that.” 

 Sandra said to the guidance counselor at William H. Maxwell High School 
in East New York, “I want to be a social worker.” According to Sandra, the 
guidance counselor said, “Th ere’s no money in that,” and steered her to an 
internship with Chemical Bank, where she worked for the next 15 years, 
fi rst as a clerk and fi nally as “an offi  cer of the bank, where I got to sign off  
on a lot of money.” 
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 She then married and moved with her husband to Atlanta, where he had 
a job in a rental furniture company. In 1992 she gave birth to Sam and a few 
years later to a second son, Simeon. Sandra and her husband moved back 
to New York City before separating in 1997. With two young kids, no hus-
band, and no job, she applied for public assistance, which she received after 
a long struggle. She eventually got a job in an after-school program near 
her home in Harlem. She was working there when she called ACS for help. 

 In June 2005 Sam was about to turn 13, an often diffi  cult age in parent–
son relationships. Th ey got into an argument over a lost birth certifi cate 
he had taken to photocopy. Sam yelled and screamed and an argument 
and tussle ensued. “Th ough his teachers had said he had been aggressive 
in school and we were in counseling, he had never been that way with me.” 
During the struggle Sandra scratched Sam on the neck. She said to him, 
“You can’t jump in my face like that. We’re not going to live like this. We’re 
going to ACS.” 

 ACS, to its credit, connected Sandra’s family to Harlem Children’s Zone, 
a well-respected preventive services program. Th e social worker who vis-
ited the family helped set limits for Sam and found another family’s home 
in the Bronx where Sam might stay to allow things to cool off  between him 
and his mother. Th at home was unable to accommodate Sam so he stayed 
with Sandra’s niece on Staten Island for a week. When Sam returned to 
live with Sandra, he continued to be explosive, and the confl ict between 
mother and son escalated. In October, according to Sandra, “Sam pulled 
out a hanger and put it in my face. I was scared to even say anything. I 
called the ACS worker and said, ‘Th ere’s something wrong with him. He 
needs to be evaluated now.’ ” 

 Th e ACS worker suggested that Sandra take Sam to Columbia 
Presbyterian Medical Center’s pediatric psychiatric emergency room, 
which she did. According to Sandra, the clinician who evaluated Sam said, 
“He’s not a threat to himself or to anyone else.” “Oh, I begged to diff er,” 
Sandra says. “Th ey wouldn’t keep him, and I didn’t want to be in the house 
with him. I called ACS, but they wouldn’t take him either. I called a friend, 
who let Sam stay there for a couple of nights. I went back to ACS and said, 
‘He can’t live here. What am I going to do?’ ” 

 Sam came back home, and for a short time he was calm. Th en a dis-
pute developed over schoolwork. Sandra, exasperated said, “You cannot 
live here and not do what you’re supposed to do.” Sam left and went to his 
father’s house without telling Sandra, causing her to contact the police 
who brought Sam home that night. 

 “Th e next morning Sam was still angry,” Sandra says. “When he was 
upset, his anger never left him. Th ere wasn’t a cool down period when you 
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could talk.” Against her better judgment, she said to Sam, referring to a 
call she had received from his school, “Why would you lie and tell your 
teachers that I was not around?” 

 “Th e anger that came out of him I cannot describe. He was in my face, 
yelling and screaming. I responded, and it escalated. Before I knew it we 
were fi ghting. He grabbed my arms, and I couldn’t move. He was hold-
ing me. It went out of control. My son had me down on the fl oor. He was 
kicking me. I was kicking and hitting him. I wasn’t thinking at the time. I 
grabbed the closest thing to me. It was a bat. I hit my son on the thigh one 
time, and he let me go. I was so upset, I called my mom. I called the police 
and told them what was going on in the household. When the police came, 
I had the bat still in my hand because Sam was that agitated. ‘We need to 
speak to your son,’ the police said.” 

 “When they came out, they said they are going to arrest me. And they 
did. I was in jail two days. Th e DA called me in and said, ‘You can go home 
if you admit to abusing your son with a bat.’ I didn’t abuse my son with a 
bat. Should I have been fi ghting with him? No. Did I fi ght with him? I did. 
I did not just get a bat and beat my son. I say ‘hit,’ you say ‘beat,’ and there’s 
a diff erence.” Sandra was represented by a friend who was a lawyer; the 
criminal case was dismissed. 

 In early December the Family Court put Sam in foster care; Simeon, 
Sandra’s younger son, was released to Sandra’s care. About a week passed 
before Sandra was allowed to see Sam. Th ey met at a case conference 
with representatives of the Edwin Gould foster care agency. According 
to Sandra, “Th ey brought Sam in. When I saw my son, he immediately 
reached out for me. I reached out for him, too. Th ere was no separation. 
But the worker said, ‘No, you can’t touch.’ Th is was the fi rst onset for me 
of how the system tears you apart. Th ey didn’t allow the natural bond to 
occur, they made it hostile. At the conference he could not sit with me, he 
could not talk to me. Th ey’re telling him, your mother did something bad. 
And that’s exactly how it played out. He was in placement for 2 years.”  

  SANDRA’S ACTIVISM 

 After her husband left her, with two kids and no job, Sandra moved back 
to New York City from Atlanta. While on public assistance in 1999 she 
went to a meeting at the Federation of Protestant Welfare Agencies. “I was 
looking for something to do. I found a fl yer and went to a meeting about 
welfare. Th ere were other moms on welfare, including students. Sandra 
Youdelman from Community Voices Heard (CVH), who was there, said 
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‘You might want to come to one of our meetings.’ I went. Immediately I 
thought, ‘Oh, my god. Women out there are fi ghting the struggle, trying 
to change the system.’ I felt I had found what I was looking for, so I just 
stayed.” 

 She began volunteering with CVH, handing out fl yers when she went 
to the public assistance offi  ce, talking to people in the neighborhood, and 
getting more involved in community activism. Her energy, commitment, 
and articulate and passionate speaking were soon recognized. She was 
asked to join the board of directors of CVH and served for 7 years, until 
2007. 

 While working with CVH during the time her son was in foster care, she 
heard about the Child Welfare Organizing Project (CWOP) and joined its 
6-month training program. She became a full-time parent advocate with 
benefi ts in 2007, working at Children’s Village, a large, progressive, foster 
care agency. 

 According to Sandra, “My role is to assist families in navigating the child 
welfare system as well as navigating the agency. I help families engage 
in services such as parenting and anger management. I help them under-
stand why they would want to engage in services as soon as possible. I help 
them understand their rights, and they still do have rights, though most 
families believe they don’t have any rights at all.” 

 Th e fi rst family she worked with, and still worked with 2 years later, 
stands out in her mind. “Children’s Village had just about given up on the 
family. Th e mother is a young mom who had four children removed because 
of medical neglect and deplorable living conditions. Th e chil dren were in 
care for 2 years, and the case was stuck. Th e mother was not accepting any 
services.” 

 “I’ve been able to help her understand why she needs to be in services. 
I don’t think she understood what medical neglect was and what was 
considered to be deplorable living conditions. “When I met her my ques-
tion was simply, ‘Do you want your children back? If you want your chil-
dren back, I’m not going to say they are going to come home tomorrow or 
in 3 days. Th ey may not even come home in six months. But you’re going 
to get your children back. I will work with you to do that.’ ” 

 “Th ere was an immediate something with the mother. She had a feeling 
that someone really cared and really wanted to see her come through this. 
More often than not, the mother feels the worker doesn’t understand what 
she’s going through.” Th e mother now has unsupervised, extended visits 
with her children, a major milestone toward being reunited with them. 

 Sandra handles about 25 to 30 cases at a time. “When we knock on that 
door, we need to always be saying to ourselves, ‘Perhaps it’s not what it 
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looks like.’ If we come in with the attitude that the situation is absolutely 
what it looks like, I don’t believe we’re open to receive what the family has 
to say about where they are in their life. It’s how you come in to the fam-
ily’s life that matters. If you come in judgmental, it’s not going to work. 
You need to ask, ‘Why is it like this?’ ” 

 Sandra feels her work at Children’s Village is not enough. “I don’t want 
to just help parents navigate. I don’t want them to have to navigate. I want 
to change policy.” She serves on the advisory board of the  Child Welfare 
Watch , a publishing project of the New School University’s Center for New 
York City Aff airs that provides in-depth investigative reporting, news, 
and analysis on children and family services in New York. In that role she 
presents her views and the perspective of parents during policy discus-
sions with child welfare advocates that infl uence the content of the  Watch . 
She’s a member of ACS’s Parent Advisory Work Group, which met quarterly 
while Mattingly was commissioner. CWOP asked Sandra to join its board 
of directors, which she accepted. She became the new chair of the board 
replacing Sharwline Nicholson, who resigned as chair in early 2011. 

 Sandra was more ebullient than usual when we spoke in April 2011. Her 
son Sam, 18, had graduated from LaGuardia High School, and with his 
girlfriend and most of his friends away at college, he moved back home. 
“We fi ght, but it’s normal stuff ,” Sandra says. Before Sam moved in, he 
and his mother talked about what his living at home would look like. “No 
drinking, no drugging, and no sexing in the house. We worked out an 
agreement of what I couldn’t accept and what I’d be fl exible about, and 
how he could express himself to me.” 

 Although he had been diagnosed as bipolar, he didn’t want to take med-
ication. Th ree weeks after living at his mom’s home, according to Sandra, 
he changed his mind. He began taking medication, had a job working in 
a restaurant, and was going for an interview and an assessment in hope 
of studying architecture at City College near their home. An earlier diag-
nosis, perhaps when Sandra took Sam to Columbia Presbyterian Medical 
Center, might have prevented a lot of subsequent trauma. 

 Sandra enrolled at Metropolitan College of New York a few years ago. 
“Th at was stressful. I was growling at everyone. I couldn’t be in school and 
on the phone with parents [for my job].” She left Metropolitan about a year 
and a half ago. Subsequently she got a scholarship from Road 2 Success 
(a college scholarship program set up at CWOP, and funded by the Child 
Welfare Fund, for parents who had experienced the child welfare system), 
transferred to Empire State College, and completed two semesters. She 
didn’t return to school the next semester because Sam was living with her. 
“It was a struggle, not the coursework but balancing it all. I have a second 
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chance with Sam, and I can’t be fully involved with him, work, and be in 
school.” 

 When Sandra and I spoke in August 2012, things had changed again. 
Sandra was diagnosed with multiple myeloma, cancer of the blood and 
bone marrow. She’s had chemotherapy, a bone marrow transplant, and 
has been on sick leave for 6 months from Children’s Village. Her continued 
low immunity to infection has caused her doctor to recommend that she 
not return to work in September as had been planned. 

 Sam moved out of Sandra’s apartment in May 2012. According to 
Sandra, the confl icts between them resurfaced. He could not deal with 
her illness and he stopped taking his medication for his bipolar condition. 
In August he tried to kill himself with a drug overdose. He went to the 
emergency room at St Luke’s Hospital and was transferred to Roosevelt 
Hospital’s psychiatric unit. “I saw him there and broke down. He’s really 
a good kid.” He was discharged to a shelter after 3 days and was given 
medication. 

 Sandra doesn’t know where he is living or if he is taking his medica-
tion or in therapy as the doctors recommended. She does know that he’s 
enrolled in City Technical College in Brooklyn and has been approved for a 
scholarship since she received confi rmation from the fi nancial aid offi  ce. 

 Sandra’s life has had wild swings from pain and sadness to joy and 
celebration, and then back to pain. Nevertheless, her indomitable spirit 
shines. “I feel fi ne,” she said in our most recent conversation. “I haven’t 
gotten a raise in 3 years, but I’d probably do this work for free.” Th at is, 
once she is able to work again.  

  WANDA CHAMBERS: PARENTAL SUBSTANCE ABUSE 

  Wanda Chambers is the third generation in her family to abuse drugs or alcohol, 
using crack cocaine and other drugs off  and on for 20 years. Her arrest and incar-
ceration for selling a controlled substance and the loss of her children to foster 
care broke her cycle of drug involvement. In prison she became sober, briefl y used 
when she got out, and has been clean for more than 10 years. She eventually 
regained custody of one of her four children, her youngest daughter, and became 
a parent advocate who works at Brooklyn Family Defense Project helping other 
parents change their behavior and take back their children.  

 Wanda was born in Harlem when her mother was 13. “My mother had 
some issues and was always on drugs,” she says. “I never knew her as a 
sober person. We kind of grew up together. She was always using some-
thing—shooting, crack, methadone. She caught the virus [HIV] in the 
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streets. My mom passed when she wasn’t even 50, while I was locked up 
on Rikers Island.” 

 “My mom never was parented. She didn’t know how to parent. I was 
totally out of control. I had to be the mom for her and for my younger sis-
ter. I had to do a lot of things a child shouldn’t have to do to eat and to have 
a place to stay—steal, sleep around.” When Wanda was 12 she became 
involved with a man who was 20. “I stayed with him because I didn’t have 
anybody else. I got on drugs real bad. Th ere was a lot of domestic violence. 
We lived in my mother’s house. I think they were sleeping together. Th ey 
always were locked up in the bathroom. I think she was in there washing 
his car.” 

 He kept Wanda high and got her pregnant at 18. “It was an abusive, sick 
relationship. I can remember my mom selling our apartment, which she 
didn’t own, to these Dominican guys who moved in and turned it into a 
crack spot. I was 8 months pregnant with Levar when the police kicked the 
door in and raided the apartment. My girlfriend and her husband let me 
move in with them. I was clean for about 3 weeks before Levar’s birth. He 
came home from the hospital with me.” 

 Wanda and her infant son lived briefl y with the girlfriend in the Bronx. 
Th e girlfriend was going to Arizona and didn’t want Wanda staying with 
her husband, so she put Wanda and Levar out. Levar went to live with 
his father, and Wanda began using drugs again. She says, “I remember 
being on 174th Street in the Bronx. I was like done. I had run for so long, I 
was so weak. Th is has to stop.” Wanda walked into a program called V.I.P. 
and said she didn’t want to use anymore. A worker drove her to Mount 
Eden Rescue Mission, a small home-like shelter run by Christians. Wanda 
stayed there for a couple of years, marrying Calvin, the son of a woman 
who worked there. “Th at was another horror story. VD and drugs. I could-
n’t catch a break.” After she and Calvin had a son, Devere, and married, the 
relationship soured. 

 Eventually Wanda left Calvin and moved with her two children to her 
sister’s apartment in Harlem. She periodically stopped, but mostly she 
was abusing drugs. “I was using with the guy next door. I had a job work-
ing with mentally challenged adults. My sister would watch the kids till I 
got back home. I was still using on the low and trying to hide it.” 

 Calvin called child protective services, alleging that Wanda had burned 
Devere with a cigarette when she was high. According to Wanda it was a 
malicious report. When the protective service worker came to investigate, 
he saw no burn marks and according to Wanda, he said, “You should kick 
his ass,” meaning the allegation was false. “It was the summer. Devere had 
mosquito bites, and he scratched them,” Wanda said. Although there is no 
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way to confi rm the truth of the allegation, I know how frequently mali-
cious reports occur. Having known Wanda over several years, I doubt she 
would ever intentionally hurt her children. ACS confi rmed a lesser allega-
tion of child neglect. Wanda, who did not have a lawyer and did not know 
her rights, and who wanted to be honest, told ACS she had been using 
drugs. “I ran my mouth. I told them that I had been on a binge and things 
like that. Th ey took me to court and did a removal. When they scratch the 
surface, they fi nd other things.” 

 ACS put Levar and Devere in kinship care with Wanda’s grandmother, 
who lived near Wanda. “He was in care, but I didn’t consider it care,” 
Wanda says. “If the children are with family, a parent is not going to work 
that hard to change. Th e children were basically with me. Th e worker abso-
lutely knew that.” 

 Wanda went to a drug treatment program called NARCO Freedom and 
took a parenting class. “I stayed off  drugs long enough for ACS to leave 
me alone,” she says. But she wasn’t clean for long. “It was a sick suff ering 
cycle. It surely wore me out. Because of what I had to do to get by, my body 
still hurts today. I remember going to buy crack and saying, ‘God, I am 
so stupid. I cannot help myself.’ ” She was arrested and spent about 2 1/2 
years in prison. Levar was in kinship care with his maternal grandmother; 
Devere lived with his father. 

 After she got out, Wanda gave birth to her third child, Shaquelle, in 
1993. Because Shaquelle was born with drugs in his bloodstream, child 
protective services took him from the hospital and placed him in foster 
care with a friend of his mother. Shaquelle was adopted, is now 16, and has 
never lived with Wanda. 

 Ebony, Wanda’s fourth and fi nal child, was born in 1998. “I stayed clean 
the whole pregnancy. I wanted to keep her. I’m coming home from the 
hospital with my baby, thinking, ‘Th ey didn’t get this one.’ Walking home 
from the hospital, going up into my building, I ask someone to go get me 
something. How sick is that? I was using again for a couple of weeks when 
I was busted for possession of a controlled substance.” Ebony was placed 
into foster care with a stranger and Wanda served a little more than 3 
years in Bedford Hills and Albion.” In prison, Wanda stopped using drugs. 
While she was there, she decided to communicate with the child welfare 
agency that had custody of Ebony. “My daughter [Ebony] had been in care 
a year and a half at that point. I asked for reports and pictures of her, but I 
never got visits. She was 3 years old when I saw her again.” 

 Wanda got out of prison in July 2001 but was soon locked up for 30 
days on a parole violation because of a positive urine test for marijuana. 
For reasons she still cannot explain, in the fall of 2001 she stopped using. 
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“I was done,” she says. She went to the Daytop Drug Prevention Program 
as an outpatient for 6 months, was clean throughout that period, and has 
been clean ever since. She took parenting classes, found an apartment, 
and connected with a preventive services agency. “My grandmother was 
my backbone through it all. She supported me when I didn’t believe in 
myself.” 

 After Wanda came out of prison, Lutheran Social Services, the foster care 
agency that was caring for Ebony, required Wanda to receive family sup-
port services to prepare her for Ebony’s return. Wanda also wanted to get 
as much help as she could to learn how to care for her daughter and to learn 
more about how the child welfare system works. She found a preventive ser-
vice program on 125th Street, a few blocks from her home in Harlem. 

 “When I began visiting, my daughter couldn’t stand my living guts. She 
wouldn’t talk to me, she’d scream when I got near her. She’d sit under the 
desk for the whole visit or keep running out in the hall to see the foster 
mother. I would keep reading, ‘And the bear said . . . ’ and if she looked at 
me, I’d say, ‘Hello Ebony.’ Of course I went home and cried. We got closer 
when we had weekend visits. I could do little things like wipe her face and 
do her hair and put on her shoes.” 

 A year after Wanda was released from prison, when Ebony was 4 years 
old, Wanda regained custody of her. “Ebony’s former foster mother is still 
part of our lives. Her foster mom and I don’t always agree—she thinks I’m 
too strict, and I think she lets my daughter stay up too late eating any-
thing. I’m big on boundaries because I didn’t get any when I was a child. 
My daughter spends the summer with her foster mother because I’m get-
ting my college degree in psychology and working as a parent advocate at 
the Brooklyn Family Defense Project.”  

  WANDA AS PARENT ADVOCATE 

 Wanda also wanted to be trained to learn more about the child welfare 
system. She said, “Me being bold and brazen like I am, I went to ACS, 
which was near where I lived, to fi nd out what trainings they had. I sat in 
on their trainings. I got 26 certifi cates on gang violence, mental health, all 
sorts of things.” 

 Th e day Lutheran Social Services agreed to allow Wanda’s daughter, 
Ebony, to go home on a trial discharge, the social worker said, according to 
Wanda, “Your daughter is lucky to have a mom who will fi ght for her as you 
did. You could be a parent advocate because you’re an amazing advocate for 
yourself.” Tony Taylor, a social worker at Lutheran, told Wanda that ACS was 
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hiring parent advocates for the fi rst time and that she should fax her resume 
quickly, which she did. “Like a bat out of hell I faxed my resume.” Twenty-six 
people were interviewed by ACS. Wanda was one of three who got a job. 

 She worked as a family specialist in the ACS Offi  ce of Advocacy for 3 
years. “I loved working there, but I wanted more hands-on work.” She made 
presentations about her experiences and ran a parenting group called 
Bridging the Gap, but she and the other family specialists who worked at 
ACS couldn’t go with parents into court as their advocates because of pos-
sible confl icts with ACS. “I felt a little stifl ed,” she said. 

 A supervisor with whom she worked at ACS told her about a position to 
advocate for families at the Brooklyn Family Defense Project, a newly cre-
ated legal services offi  ce that represents parents when their children are 
about to be or have been placed in foster care. Wanda got the job. She and 
three other parent advocates at the Family Defense Project help parents 
get benefi ts to which they are entitled and refer parents and accompany 
them to various health and social service organizations. She also makes 
home visits to comfort the parents and see how things are going in the 
household. Often a mother will call and ask Wanda to come to the home 
when a child protective services worker is coming for an inspection, so the 
mother has an ally and doesn’t feel alone while she is being investigated. 

 On May 27, 2010 Wanda graduated from the College of New Rochelle 
and was accepted at Columbia University’s School of Social Work, to start 
in the fall of 2011. “I’m really excited,” she says. Th ings with her children 
are more complicated. According to Wanda, her relationship with her old-
est child, Levar, is good. Her relationship is distant with her other chil-
dren who experienced her life when she was involved with drugs. Ebony, 
who is 13, lives with her godmother, with whom she has a much tighter 
bond than she has with Wanda. “One thing I’ve learned: However much 
you try to right a wrong, you can’t change what happened.” 

 Her work as part of the legal team at the Brooklyn Family Defense 
Program continues to be a lot of “hand holding” as she says. “I go to 
court with the parents to make sure the process is fair and families are 
respected. I refer the parents to drug treatment or anger management or 
other services.” Where she feels most eff ective is with teen parents. “Th ey 
are impressionable if they believe you’re not going to abandon them.”  

  JEANETTE VEGA: A HYPERACTIVE CHILD HIT WITH A BELT 

  Jeanette Vega was a teenage mother living with her hyperactive toddler who 
years later would be diagnosed with attention defi cit hyperactivity disorder 
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(ADHD). Upon fi nding that her child had climbed out of his crib, had opened the 
front door, and was in the courtyard adjacent to the street, she panicked and hit 
him with a belt. He was placed in foster care for 3 years. Before that, Jeanette 
had tried unsuccessfully to get medication for him and guidance for herself about 
how to raise a hyperactive child. Th e only help provided for the boy was speech 
therapy. Perhaps additional assistance would have created a safe family situa-
tion, making foster care unnecessary. Jeanette subsequently worked part-time 
as a parent advocate for the Child Welfare Organizing Project and now works 
full-time at Episcopal Social Services, helping biological and foster moms work 
together to raise a child in foster care.  

 When Jeanette, the youngest and only daughter in a family of eight 
children, was 1 year old and living with her family in Philadelphia, her 
father was shot and killed in a taxi. Her mother moved in with another 
man, creating a household with 12 children. Th at man used drugs and 
abused members of the family. When Jeanette was 4, he had a religious 
conversion. He began going to church and gave up drugs and beating 
Jeanette’s mom. 

 Th e family moved to New York City in about 1994. Jeanette describes 
her mom as “easy going,” though she did not allow Jeanette to date until 
she was 17. Her brothers made sure she adhered to her mother’s prohibi-
tion, never letting boys get too close. Still, she became pregnant shortly 
after she met her fi rst boyfriend, Lucas. Th ey moved in with his mom. 

 “Lucas was kind of happy with his hands, kind of violent,” says Jeanette. 
“He didn’t like it when I got too dressed up. He wouldn’t let me go out. I 
was to be home before he got home from work. I wasn’t allowed to visit 
family or friends because they would see the bruises.” 

 When their son, Remi, was 3 or 4 months old, and Jeanette was 18, she 
said she couldn’t take it anymore. She called her brothers to get her. “Th ey 
took me and Remi to my mother’s house, and they took care of Lucas.” 

 But after a few months, she found staying at her mother’s house was-
n’t easy. She still wanted her boyfriend, despite his mistreatment of her. 
When she began staying out late and her mother learned she wanted to 
move back in with Lucas, her mother reported her to child protective 
services for neglecting Remi. Th e ACS investigator agreed to let the child 
remain with Jeanette if she would continue to live with her mom. Jeanette 
said she would do that, and the neglect allegation was dropped. 

 For a while things were fi ne. “Everyone helped out, so I had easy babysit-
ting. Remi was so cute, so cuddly, no one could stay away. When Remi was 
one and a half, Jeanette and her new boyfriend, Reggi, moved into a base-
ment apartment. “I got my life on a schedule: Remi in daycare by 8:00 a.m., 
me in school from 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m., then straight to work. After work 
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I’d get Remi, go home, cook something quick, put him to bed, and do my 
homework.” 

 Being a mother became harder as Remi grew older. “Many days Remi would 
come home from daycare full of energy, throwing toys, papers, clothes. I had 
to fi nd games to take his mind off  of destroying things. If I wasn’t close by, 
he’d run wild. I was always watching him and wondering, ‘What’s next?’ 
Starting when he was one, he stayed up until 1:00 a.m., running around the 
house instead of sleeping. People who were so eager to help when Remi was a 
newborn suddenly had the attitude, ‘Do it yourself. I never told you to have a 
baby.’ I needed their help, but they said, ‘You wanted him, you raise him.’ ” 

 When Jeanette went to her mother’s house, Remi would break her fi gu-
rines then say he wanted to go home. “My mother said I was too soft on 
him. I see now that she was right. If I had limited him when he was young, 
he could have learned that bad behavior wouldn’t get him anything. But 
I rewarded bad behavior, laughing with him at the silly things he did. I 
loved him and wanted him to be happy, and I thought that meant giving 
him everything he wanted.” 

 As Remi got more out of control, Jeanette decided something was wrong 
with him. She contacted three or four diff erent social service centers to 
have him evaluated. Each place said that Remi’s behavior was normal for 
a 2 year old. An early intervention program that provides help if a baby’s 
development is delayed provided speech therapy twice a week. “Th e idea 
was that if he could express his needs better, he would be less frustrated 
and behave better. But his behavior did not improve,” says Jeanette. 

 Two nights before Remi’s second birthday, in June 1999, Reggi was at 
work. Remi was in his crib, which he knew how to climb out of. As Jeanette 
came out of the shower, “I saw the front door was open. I freaked out, 
ran to the door, and there he was, just playing outside in the courtyard 
all alone, saying he wasn’t tired. God forgive me, but I fl ipped out. I was 
scared for me and for him. Someone could have taken him or hurt him. I 
panicked and made the biggest mistake of my life. I hit Remi twice with 
the belt I was wearing. He had a bruise on his arm, his face, and a red mark 
on his back. “I hugged him to stop his crying. He cried for 10 minutes; I 
cried for an hour, walking around the house with him in my arms to calm 
him and myself. I apologized over and over again, rubbing him until he fell 
asleep. I felt terrible. I never meant to hurt my little man.” 

 Th e following day Jeanette’s mom and her aunt came to take Remi for 
the weekend. Jeanette told them what had happened, hoping they would 
off er to help the next time she was feeling overwhelmed. “All I got was a 
mouth full of it,” Jeanette says. With the aunt’s urging, Jeanette’s mother 
called child protective services to fi le a report of child abuse. 
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 Monday morning a child protective services worker called Jeanette and 
said that her child was in custody of the child welfare system and that she 
must appear in Family Court that day. Jeanette went to court and was 
immediately taken to a police precinct. 

 A police offi  cer said Jeanette could see her son once she wrote out and 
signed a statement of exactly what happened. She thought, “I’ve never 
been in trouble. I’m in school, I’m working. I thought the system would 
help me.” Still a teenager and without a lawyer, she thought that honesty 
would be the best approach. She told the police and then wrote out and 
signed a statement of what had happened. She was immediately arrested, 
fi ngerprinted, and held in jail for 3 days. 

 Th e authorities put Remi in the care of Jeanette’s mother for a week. 
She couldn’t handle him. He was then placed with Jeanette’s aunt for 2 
weeks, but she couldn’t handle him. He was then sent to a foster home. 
During visits Jeanette saw bruises on him. After 5 months in that home, 
he had four stitches in his forehead from “crashing into a computer table,” 
according to the foster mother and Remi’s social worker. When Jeanette 
saw the stitches, she demanded that Remi be moved to another foster 
home. ACS agreed. 

 According to Jeanette, “Th e second foster mother was the best foster 
mother in the world. She was an older, church-going woman, who had a 
private house. She wasn’t rich, but she was comfortable and shared that 
with Remi.” It was a long and frustrating process for Remi to be returned 
home from foster care where he remained for 3 years. Despite the kindness 
of the foster mother, Jeanette wanted Remi to be with her and felt she was 
now old enough and patient enough to deal with his diffi  cult behavior. It 
took her 3 long and frustrating years to regain custody of her child. 

 For Remi to come home from foster care, Jeanette did the standard 
things that ACS and foster care agencies require of mothers: parent train-
ing, anger management, and counseling. “I couldn’t do all of those things 
at once and stay in school and work. Since getting Remi back was my prior-
ity, I quit school, quit my job, and got public assistance, so I could do what 
ACS required.” 

 “Th e parenting class wasn’t very useful. Th ey were teaching me how to 
feed my baby and how to change Pampers. But my baby was not a baby 
anymore. I said, ‘Teach me how to deal with him bugging out, throwing 
toys at me, taking off  his Pamper, and putting it on the wall.’ Th ey didn’t 
teach that.” 

 After a year Jeanette was excited that Remi would come home. “I fi n-
ished all the services requested of me and was getting ready to get my man 
back. I had an apartment, I was working again, I had unsupervised visits, 
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and things were looking brighter. Th en I found out that since my fi anc é  
lived with me, he had to do all the classes. Why wasn’t I told that at the 
beginning?” 

 After the fi anc é  spent a year completing all of the classes he was required 
to take, Remi still did not come home. “Th e caseworkers were coming and 
going like fl ies. I had a new caseworker every 5, 6 months. I had to wait 
until they got acquainted with my case. And then I would be called in to 
talk. Th at was never pleasant.” 

 After 3 years, Remi came home, but, according to Jeanette, “Remi was 
no diff erent at 5 years than he had been as a baby. He was still hyperac-
tive with strong emotions.” It wasn’t until many years later, after Jeanette 
took Remi to many diff erent social service agencies, therapy programs, 
and medical facilities that Remi, by then 11 years old, was diagnosed with 
ADHD and was given medication. “Now, with medication, he’s great, but 
every child has his moments. Since he’s been on medication, his grades 
have improved greatly. He’s been taken out of special ed. and put into reg-
ular education. He focuses on his homework. He does his chores without 
a problem. He plays with his brother without getting upset. It is a severe 
change.” 

 Her fi anc é , who has become her husband, has always been an involved 
father and stays home with the children while Jeanette works. Jeanette 
began volunteering at CWOP the year after Remi came home from foster 
care. Jeanette’s best friend, Teresa, with whom she had grown up in the 
Highbridge section of the South Bronx, told her about the CWOP training. 
Jeanette’s immediate response was: “I don’t need no one to tell me how to 
work the system. I got my son back. ‘Where were they when I needed them’ 
was my fi rst reaction.” 

 Nonetheless, Jeanette took the 6-month CWOP course in 2005. A year 
after she graduated, CWOP off ered her a one-day-a-week job to attend 
child safety conferences. Th ese conferences had recently been set up by 
ACS in a few locations in the city. Right before or immediately after a child 
is put in foster care, a meeting is held with the parent, the child protec-
tive case worker, family members or friends of the parent, and at times a 
parent advocate. Th ey review the situation in the family’s home and deter-
mine if the child can live safely in the family or must be put in foster care. 
Jeanette attends the safety conference as a parent advocate. 

 Jeanette graduated from TCI College of Technology with an associate 
degree in December 2009. She is the fi rst person in her family to have a 
high school diploma and the fi rst in her family to have a college diploma. 
In September 2010 she enrolled in Adelphi University to complete a 
bachelor’s degree in social work. “It’s harder than I thought it would be,” 
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she says. “Living it, working, and going to school make it complicated.” 
She was expecting to graduate in a year and was considering extending 
the program by 2 years to get a master’s degree in social work. 

 In early 2011 while Jeanette was working part-time at CWOP, she was 
hired as a full-time parent advocate at Episcopal Social Services, a New 
York City foster care agency. Among other responsibilities, she facilitates 
parent-to-parent meetings in which the biological mother meets the foster 
parent for the fi rst time. “So far no parents have fl ipped out,” she says. 

 At home things are improving. She moved from a basement apartment 
into a fourth fl oor apartment in the same building in the south Bronx 
where she has lived for 9 years. It is a one-bedroom apartment in which 
Jeanette, her husband, and their three sons live. Since her children are all 
boys, the city housing agency from which she receives a subsidy requires 
the boys to share one room. Th ey sleep in the living room, which is larger 
than the bedroom she and her husband share. 

 Reginald, her 5-year-old son, is doing well, though he has what Jeanette 
calls a “social disability.” “He doesn’t like change. Starting kindergarten 
next year will be hard for him.” Problems with her youngest son, 3-year-old 
Zachary, are reminiscent of the problems with her oldest son, Remi, when 
he was a toddler. “He’s a little hyper, but now I know how to deal with it. 
He gets ‘time-outs.’ Th at calms him down.” 

 Remi, who had been in foster care is now 14. “He’s off  meds and is 
doing great in high school. He’s in occupational therapy, and it’s working. 
Everything is about girls and phones. He lives on the phone. He’s done a 
360 turn around.”  

  YOUSHELL WILLIAMS 

  Youshell had a very diffi  cult childhood. She tried to kill herself twice—once in 
her teens and once in her 20s. After leaving her emotionally abusive husband, 
it was diffi  cult raising two young kids, and though she had a well-paying job, 
she began to spiral downward and gave up her job. She became so depressed and 
concerned about her children’s safety in a public school in Bedford-Stuyvesant 
that she kept them home. Th e school reported her to ACS for educational 
neglect.  

  Th e children were placed into foster care with Youshell’s sister, where they 
remained for 3 years while Youshell got help from a variety of therapies and 
from participating in the CRADLE, an ACS-sponsored community-service pro-
gram in Bedford-Stuyvesant. Youshell slowly recovered from her depression and 
was reunited with her children. She worked for a time as a parent advocate and 
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wrote regularly for Rise magazine. She now spends her time raising her youngest 
child, blogging, and working hard to feel good about herself.   iv   

 Youshell grew up in Detroit. “My father was not a nice man. He was 
mean to my mother, abusive of her. He once threw her down the staircase 
because he wasn’t done beating her. She threw him in jail. We had to run 
to New York to live with my mom’s sister. I was eight.” 

 Living in New York with her aunt in Starrett City in Brooklyn was not 
much better. “She worked hard for everything she had. She had a very 
structured life and believed in etiquette. We had to follow her rules. She 
thought we were unkempt.” In time Youshell and her family moved out, 
but her mom couldn’t make it on her own and the family had to move back 
in with Youshell’s aunt. Soon after, her mother, who had been diagnosed 
with cancer before they left Detroit, died. Youshell was 14; her mother 
was 43. 

 Youshell was miserable living with her aunt and without any other mem-
ber of her family. One sister was in college, her brother was in the navy, 
and her other sister was back in Detroit with her boyfriend. “My aunt’s 
daughter resented me. My mom had just died. It was not good. I tried to 
kill myself. I mixed roach poison with other things. I drank it, and it came 
back up. My aunt didn’t know anything was wrong. I went shopping with 
her, though my lips were white. I didn’t go to the hospital or anything.” 

 “I didn’t have a good opinion of myself. I actually hated myself. I started 
acting out and doing bad things with boys. My aunt sent me to live with 
my dad. I hated it. I didn’t trust him or like him, but we were both readers 
and at least we had that in common. I went to Martin Luther King High 
School but hated every minute of it. My sister, who has always been there 
for me, was living in East New York and sent for me to live with her when 
I was 19. I got a job in a factory packing fruits and candies and met Janelle 
and Ramel’s father who was twice my age. It was a very bad choice.” Th ey 
married in July 1989 when she was 19 years old and he was 36. “My father 

  iv  .   Her story is based on interviews with Youshell and stories she wrote about her 
life that appeared in  Rise  16 (Summer 2010): 8–9, “What’s Going on Here? What 
Parents Need to Know about Mental Health Evaluations”;  Rise  14 (Fall 2009): 8–9, 
“It’s Truancy, Not Neglect”;  Rise  13 (Summer 2009): 1–2,  Rise  11 (Fall 2008): 8, “Do 
Over: Changing as a Parent Takes Courage and Practice”;  Rise  10 (Summer 2008): 
6, “Stopping the Clock: Many Parents in Prison Are at Risk of Losing Th eir Rights 
Permanently”; and from the  Rise  website: http://risemagazine.org/PDF/Rise_
issue_16.pdf 

 http://risemagazine.org/PDF/Rise_issue_14.pdf 
 http://risemagazine.org/PDF/Rise_issue_13.pdf 
 http://risemagazine.org/PDF/Rise_issue_11.pdf 
 http://risemagazine.org/PDF/Rise_issue_10.pdf 
 http://risemagazine.org/featured_stories/It_wont_happen_again.html  
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was abusive, my mother had died, and I felt lost. I already hated myself, 
but he made me feel like I was beyond dumb. When he wasn’t calling me 
names, he was out in the streets getting drunk and having aff airs.” 

 It wasn’t easy taking care of two small children alone. She moved, found 
childcare, and started looking for a job with the help of America Works, a 
program that prepares young people for work. In 1994 she was hired on 
a trial basis at a cancer research fi rm. “Th ey liked my hard work and kept 
me.” Soon she was making good money and had worked her way up to 
lab technician. She was successful, yet she was not happy. “I just did not 
feel right. I was short-tempered and angry and cried a lot. I didn’t know 
what was wrong with me. I had wonderful support at my job. One nice 
man suggested that I see a therapist. I didn’t listen. I felt I was too strong 
for that nonsense. Yet I felt myself getting weaker and weaker and crying 
more and more.” Th en things got worse at home. Th e Catholic school her 
children attended told her that her son could not continue on to fi rst grade 
because he didn’t listen and disappeared from class. 

 She switched both kids to public school, but their new school was deplor-
able. “Th e teachers didn’t care, and my son was often beat up by a bully. I 
rushed to the school from work one day only to be told by the teacher that 
my son was “around here somewhere.” Well, I found him walking down the 
street, away from the school. At 6 years old! I lost it. I felt my children were 
being treated very badly.” 

 She was soon having lots of problems at work. She was late almost every 
day and had to leave early to pick up her children. Finally, she asked her 
fi rm to lay her off . “Once I stopped working, I became so depressed that 
some days I wouldn’t bother taking my kids to school. I just wanted to 
keep them home with me where I knew they were safe and taken care of. 
I was overwhelmed and needed help.” She talked to a social worker at the 
school and told her, “‘I can’t take it anymore.’ She didn’t ask me what I was 
talking about but did take it upon herself to call the abuse and neglect hot-
line and report educational neglect. An ACS caseworker began coming to 
my home. She had a very nasty attitude, and I refused to bow down to her. 
Instead I responded in the same nasty way.” 

 A worker from a preventive services program began visiting, too. “She 
approached me tentatively, in a nice way, but I felt she did not know how to 
help me. I really did not trust preventive services or know what they were 
about. Looking back, I wish I had asked more questions of the preventive 
worker. I wish I’d asked her to provide me with the services I needed, but I did-
n’t even have a clue what those would be or even how I could help myself.” 

 Eventually, when her son was 6 years old and her daughter was 7, she 
broke down. “One day, after another horrible visit from the demon worker, 
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I called her and asked her to take my children to my sister’s house. Th e 
children were placed with a stranger.” 

 “My son suff ered for my mistakes. My daughter suff ered for my mis-
takes. And I suff ered, too. I feel I will never forgive myself for giving up. 
After my kids went into care, I just barely kept living. Th e fi rst month was 
terrible, because the worker put them with a stranger instead of with my 
sister, until a judge ordered them moved. I was so scared and angry when 
I didn’t know where my children were.” For a short time, she was hospi-
talized to deal with her depression. She went to support programs and 
worked to have money to give her sister for her kids. “I only had two good 
reasons—my kids—to keep trying.”  

  AFTER FOSTER CARE 

 Her children were in foster care with her sister for 3 years. Th e Children’s 
Aid Society was the supervising agency. “I had a nice worker who really 
cared, and my sister was wonderful. She did above and beyond what a sis-
ter or aunt should do. But the separation took its toll. As time passed I 
became afraid to get my children back, afraid to fail again. Life felt like 
one big messy hell for me. My sister woke me up. She said, ‘It doesn’t seem 
like you want them back.’ ” Youshell’s new social worker helped, too. She 
explained what steps to take to get her children home. “Without her, I 
believe my case could’ve dragged on forever.” 

 When the children came home there were tensions and confl icts. 
“After such a long absence it took a long time for my children and me 
to get back in the groove. My kids acted like I was no longer the parent, 
Aunt Gina was. I felt like they were thinking, ‘Mommy showed how weak 
she could be.’ Now the respect was gone. My son was especially angry. He 
did not want to face the new man in my life, my future tormenter and 
second hell.” 

 When her children came home, she was required to go to a preventive 
services agency, Family Dynamics, which she liked. When her worker 
left the agency, she found another agency in her neighborhood, Brooklyn 
Bureau of Community Services. A sympathetic counselor at Brooklyn 
Bureau helped Youshell deal with her depression and ease the rocky transi-
tion when her kids came home from foster care. “I loved my second worker, 
Julia Kim. She started us on family therapy, and I was hooked. I found out 
a lot. My children were fearful and disappointed in me. I had seemed so 
strong to them that it had been shocking to them to watch me fall so hard. 
Th ey were bitter and scared that I might fall once again.” 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

02_Tobis_Ch 02.indd   4602_Tobis_Ch 02.indd   46 2/13/2013   9:33:51 PM2/13/2013   9:33:51 PM



PA R E N T S C H A N G E [47 ]

 After several years of belittling treatment, physical abuse, and a new 
baby by the “tormenter” in Youshell’s life, the therapist Youshell was see-
ing called protective services after she saw bite marks on Youshell’s hand. 
“She felt she needed to do it. I thought she was decent, but that was not 
good to call it in. My trust [in the therapist] fell right there.” Th e therapist 
is required by law to report abuse or neglect. However, Youshell reports 
that the therapist knew she was in a program, Sanctuary for Families, that 
was helping her move out of the abusive relationship, that had a lawyer for 
her and was helping her fi nd an apartment. ACS came to investigate. “ACS 
tried to take my kids away. Th e therapist and her supervisor didn’t speak 
up for me.” 

 ACS did not take her kids away but her boyfriend left and the family 
moved into a much nicer apartment, where each child got his and her own 
room. Th e move eased the tension some, but Youshell still didn’t get the 
respect she wanted from her children. 

 Ramel’s truancy put her family at risk. “I’ve had child protective case-
workers come to my house three times. Th ey’ve investigated not only my 
son’s attendance problem—which I believe should be considered truancy, 
since he’s 15—but they also looked into every corner of my life. Th ey even 
made me get my youngest daughter tested for psychological problems. A 
psychologist found nothing wrong. I’ve been able to fi ght these allegations 
so far. Th e cases were closed because I was already taking Ramel to coun-
seling and had sought family counseling. But these investigations have 
terrifi ed my children and me, and I have not seen much improvement in 
my son’s attitude toward school or attendance, even though Ramel under-
stands that he’s putting his family at risk of separation.” 

 “Counseling is helping Ramel and me communicate better, but it feels 
like a Band-Aid on the sore, not healing. We made a deal recently. Ramel 
would attend school all week, and I would get his PSP [video game] fi xed. I 
was desperate. But it didn’t work. I am worried about Ramel and his future. 
I am afraid that, to protect my family, I will have to give up on my son. I 
wish my kids’ lives could have been better. My daughter is another story 
waiting to happen. She is a diffi  cult child.” 

 Julia Kim, the aforementioned social worker at Brooklyn Bureau of 
Community Services, also linked Youshell with a program administered 
by ACS called CRADLE,  v   a program for parents from Bedford-Stuyvesant 

  v  .   CRADLE, Community Responsibility for Assisting Developing Life and 
Empowerment, was a 5-year federally funded demonstration project administered by 
ACS. Th e CRADLE was a collaborative of families, concerned community residents, 
community-based organizations, civic leaders, and governmental entities engaged in 
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to engage with child welfare agencies. “People were nice. Th ere was not 
judgment, no put down. It amazed me that such a program could come out 
of ACS.” Youshell worked at CRADLE as a paid intern for 2 years. During 
that time, Nigel Nathaniel, director of the offi  ce of community partner-
ships at ACS, told her about CWOP. “I came to a CWOP meeting. I met 
Mike [Arsham, the head of CWOP], and that was it. CWOP is parents who 
experienced the same thing. Th ey are not judgmental. We’re able to talk 
and to connect with each other. After something tragic happens, you’re 
really learning and helping others come through the same thing. When 
you’re going through things like that, you don’t think anyone else goes 
through that. And you come into a room, and they’ve gone through worse. 
And they’ve survived. Th ere’s a lot of strength and perseverance. Once you 
get through it you know you have strength. It’s beautiful and the people 
are beautiful. CRADLE was diff erent. Th ey didn’t want to hear the pain 
and suff ering you went through.” 

 Youshell took CWOP’s 6-month parent advocate course. A writing work-
shop led by Nora McCarthy from  Rise  was part of the training. “I did not 
want it at all. Nora said, ‘Write down what you feel.’ She’s pushy. She didn’t 
allow people to just come in and put in their time sheet. I would write and 
not disclose a lot. She would say, ‘I would like you to write more about this.’ 
She’s able to bring out the best and the worst. You can’t hide from her. She 
has those x-ray eyes. You want to talk to her. Th is is the best therapy I ever 
could have had.” 

 Youshell recovered from her depression though she still struggles 
to feel good about herself. She left her abusive partners, but her son 
feels ‘she lets people walk all over her.’ She reunited with her two older 
children after 3 years; she has always lived with her younger daughter 
Lina. She has been able to care for them and have a genuine, though 
complicated relationship with them. 

 She has written often for  Rise  magazine, not only telling her story but 
trying to help other parents by writing on topics such as what parents 
need to know about mental health evaluations or how to become a terrifi c 
parent even if you didn’t have one. As she says, “Once I started writing I 
couldn’t stop.” 

 Youshell lives in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn with her younger daugh-
ter Lina and her older daughter Jinelle. “My children are doing great,” 
she says. “My daughter Lina is in sixth grade. She is a healthy, happy, 

a partnership to enhance services that promote safety and well-being of infants and 
their families in the Bedford-Stuyvesant community. Th e program began in 2003 
and ended in 2008 when government funding ended.  
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bright child, though she has asthma.” Her older children are also doing 
well according to Youshell. Her 20-year-old son Ramel is working and her 
21-year-old daughter who was in college has taken a year off  and moved 
back in with Youshell. 

 Youshell had been depressed and isolated in the past but that has 
changed in recent years. She has chosen to focus on herself and her young 
daughter. She is active in the PTA, a healthy eating program, and was a 
parent coach on her daughter’s track team. “I am happy. I know where I’m 
going and feel blessed to be here.” 

 To focus on her daughter and her own well-being Youshell has distanced 
herself from the child welfare system. She hasn’t had contact for months 
with CWOP or  Rise.  She writes instead on Facebook. Her postings are pos-
itive short notes about loving yourself and feeling positive about what you 
have. 

 *** 

 Two observations stand out from learning about the six mothers profi led 
in this book, four in this chapter. Although some of the women are cur-
rently on a straight line trajectory toward more fulfi lling lives, they all have 
had signifi cant ups and downs since their children left foster care, probably 
more extreme than most people experience. Th ey have had severe personal 
illnesses, loss of work, continued confl icts with their children, and children 
struggling to fi nd their own path after the traumas of their earlier lives and 
foster care. Nevertheless, each mother is hopeful about her future, engaged 
in what she is doing, and happy with the road she is on. 

 Second, three of the mothers continue to be advocates and activists in 
child welfare. Th ey delight in their work and feel proud of helping others. 
One of the mothers, Youshell, has had to distance herself from the child 
welfare system, including her earlier eff orts to reform it, to fi nd peace and 
fulfi llment. She is focusing instead on her children and herself. Why she 
and other mothers, such as Sharwline Nicholson profi led in Chapter 4, 
have left child welfare activism is not surprising given the trauma associ-
ated with their child welfare experience, the low pay as activists, and the 
diffi  culty of the work. Th at three of the four mothers in this chapter have 
stayed active for 5 years and other mothers have been activists for longer 
than that is more interesting. I think their continued activism is the result 
of being part of a group with a common purpose and a shared identity and 
of being able to fi nd “collective effi  cacy” in what they do as part of the par-
ents’ movement. As Mike Arsham said, parents get more than their kids 
back. “Th ey get a sense of their own value and worth . . . to fi ght back and 
not just be a victim.”        
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     CHAPTER 3 

 Tilling the Soil: The Groundwork 
for Parent Activism   

   In the past two decades New York City parents and their allies fought 
for and won more infl uence, aff ected more change, and garnered more 

respect in child welfare than parents had at any other time in the his-
tory of the United States. To achieve this, they organized and worked col-
lectively rather than as isolated individuals as parents had in the past. 
Nothing like this collective action by parents and their allies had ever 
occurred in child welfare. 

 As Linda Gordon describes in her book  “Heroes of Th eir Own Lives,”  a 
history of parents in child welfare from the 1870s to the middle of the 
twentieth century, women who were battered by their husbands or had 
their children taken from them by child protection agencies fought back 
individually against the men who beat them or against the public and pri-
vate agencies that took their children. 1  Th is type of individual activism 
continued into the twenty-fi rst century with mothers and fathers fi ght-
ing on their own to be reunited with their children, or parents fi nding 
lawyers who were willing to take their case, or activist lawyers fi nding 
parents whose case represented a violation of law or principle they wanted 
to rectify. But until the recent parent activism in New York, which later 
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blossomed in other cities, the women (and the few men) who were accused 
of neglecting or abusing their children never organized as a group to fi ght 
for their rights, to help shape programs and services that would meet their 
needs, or to press for a less punitive child welfare system. 

 Th is chapter describes the individuals and organizations that helped 
shape the environment in which parents could unite, create their own 
organizations, and gain infl uence in New York’s child welfare system. Th e 
next two chapters describe the activities of parents and their allies once 
an environment had been created in which parents could organize and be 
heard.  

  ORGANIZATIONS AND INDIVIDUALS THAT 

HELPED PARENTS GAIN INFLUENCE 

 Th e child welfare system in New York City is a $2 billion dollar enterprise, 2  
employing about 14,000 people in city bureaucracies and voluntary agen-
cies that are involved in the lives of roughly 100,000 children and their 
families a year. 3  In a system that large, fragmented, and entrenched, many 
forces work to keep things as they are. Even when all forces align to bring 
about a reform that everyone wants, change is painfully slow.  i   Usually, 
though, the forces that shape the direction of the child welfare system do 
not coalesce behind change. 

 More often than not, change begins in one corner—a commissioner 
wants to improve the way agencies interact with families, or the mayor 
wants to cut the child welfare budget, or agencies want more autonomy 
or more funding to cover their expenses. When a change is proposed in 
one sector, powerful actors in other child welfare sectors push and pull to 

  i  .   One small example was referenced in the preface of this book. Very early in 2009 
leaders of New York’s child welfare system agreed that a provision in New York State 
social services regulations should be changed to allow agencies to receive credit for parent 
advocate contacts with families when the state evaluates the agencies. John Mattingly, 
commissioner of New York City’s Administration for Children’s Services, Gladys Carrion, 
the commissioner of New York State’s Offi  ce of Children and Family Services (OCFS), Jim 
Purcell, the executive director of the Council of Family and Child Caring Agencies (repre-
senting almost all foster care and preventive service agencies in New York State), and the 
Child Welfare Organizing Project (representing parent advocates) endorsed the change. 
I coordinated the eff ort, based at the Fund for Social Change, recommending the change 
in the regulations. No one opposed the change. 

 Even though OCFS promulgates the regulations, and there would be no cost impli-
cations for the change, it took more than a year and a half, until August 11, 2010, 
for the regulation to be implemented. [Letter from the parent advocates initiative, 
signed by David Tobis to Commissioner Carrion, February 11, 2009; § 441.2(o) and 
amendment of § 441.21(b)(1) and (2) of Title 18 of the NYCRR.]  
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ensure that the change benefi ts their organizations as much as possible or 
hurts them as little as possible. Reform in child welfare is generally a slow, 
incremental process of struggle and compromise among the forces that 
have shaped child welfare for the past century—these are primarily city, 
state, and federal government agencies that fund and regulate the sys-
tem, and the religious and nonreligious agencies funded by government 
to deliver services. Th e yearly wave of approximately a 100,000 children, 
and their parents aff ected by the child welfare system—parents who were 
investigated by child protective services, whose families received services, 
or whose children were in foster care—were excluded from that process. 4  

 Th e recent 20-year campaign of parents and their allies to gain a voice 
in child welfare decision making has begun to pay off . Th is chapter looks 
at the three centers of activity that cumulatively played the biggest role in 
shaping an environment that enabled parents and their allies to join the 
fray. Th ese were the Child Welfare Fund (CWF), a small and, at the begin-
ning of the 1990s, a very new foundation that focused its resources largely 
on increasing the power of parents in New York’s child welfare system; 
the  Marisol v. Giuliani  class action lawsuit brought by Children’s Rights 
Inc. (CRI), which led to the creation of the New York City Special Child 
Welfare Advisory Panel; and the Administration for Children’s Services 
(ACS), the city’s public child welfare agency created in 1996, which at fi rst 
resisted listening to parents but then embraced meeting their needs, and 
more recently, championed their cause. Th ese are not the only organiza-
tions and individuals that opened the way for parents, but they are the 
ones that had the largest and most sustained impact.  ii   Th ey gave resources 
to parents and their allies, pushed the child welfare culture to see parents 
diff erently, and promoted an environment in which parents could orga-
nize and create a self-sustaining movement. 

  ii  .   Countless other organizations and individuals also tilled the soil. Other founda-
tions provided resources for parents and their organizations including the wealthy 
and powerful—JPMorgan Global Foundations Group/Ira W. DeCamp Foundation, 
the network of Casey foundations, and the New York Community Trust—and the 
small and less powerful ones such as the New York Foundation, the Warner Fund 
and the Daphne Foundation. Many lawyers and law fi rms defended parents in court, 
helped train them, and hired them to work in their offi  ces. Th e law fi rm of Lansner 
and Kubichek fi led lawsuits defending parents who had their children removed. 
Bronx Defenders, the Brooklyn Family Defense Project, and the Center for Family 
Representation provided legal representation for parents. Foster care agency execu-
tive directors at St. Christopher’s, Children’s Village, Seamen’s Society, JCCA, and 
New York Foundling hired parent advocates before it was popular to do so. Many 
of the other individuals and organizations who contributed to the movement are 
described throughout this book.  
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  The Child Welfare Fund 

 In 1991 a friend who was knowledgeable about children’s programs 
received an inheritance and asked me to help her give it away to assist 
children. Th e donor remained anonymous, which gave me the extraordi-
nary gift of shaping a new foundation with her and getting most of the 
thanks for the good work her money wrought. 

 Together we created the Child Welfare Fund, which operated as a small 
foundation, though it was never formally incorporated. In fact, it existed 
only on stationery letterhead. I worked at Hunter College at the time and 
met with potential grantees in my offi  ce there. Th en I reviewed propos-
als and recommended grants for funding to the donor. She decided which 
grants would be funded, though in our 18 years of working together I think 
she rejected only one or two grants. However, she reshaped many others. 
Once she approved grants, she had checks issued from one or another of 
her various accounts. Th e Child Welfare Fund was an organizational fi c-
tion, though the $1 million a year it provided in grants was very real. 

 In the beginning, no one knew about us: We didn’t have a website (no 
one had a website then), we weren’t listed in foundation directories, and 
we didn’t advertise. I would get ideas for a project and contact a person 
I knew or heard about and ask if he or she was interested in doing the 
project. Many people said it reminded them of the 1950s television show 
 Th e Millionaire  about an anonymous donor who each week selected an indi-
vidual to receive $1 million, though our grants generally ranged between 
$25,000 and $50,000. For example, I thought it would be useful for chil-
dren in foster care to have a publication in which they could write about 
their experiences before they entered care and while they were in it, and 
to present their ideas to improve the system in which they were living. I 
called Keith Hefner, a friend from the days when we were Revson Fellows 
at Columbia University, who was the editor of  New Youth Connections , a 
publication for high school students.  iii   As so often happens when fertile 
ground is turned, he had had a similar idea. Th e Child Welfare Fund gave 
him a planning grant and then funded the paper for the next 15 years. 
Th e publication, originally called  Foster Care Youth United  but renamed 
 Represent  by the writers, is written by and for youth in foster care. It con-
tinues to be published quarterly, with a circulation of 8,200 but upward 

  iii  .   Th e Revson Fellows Program was created in 1979 by the Revson Foundation to 
recognize individuals who work to improve New York City. Every year it awards 8 to 
10 individuals a stipend and access to the resources of Columbia University for a year 
to think about the next stage of their activism. Keith Hefner was a Revson Fellow in 
1986–1987 and I was a Fellow the following year.  
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of 100,000 youth in care and people who work with them have read its 
articles reprinted in books and on websites. 

 Although in retrospect it may look as if the Child Welfare Fund had a 
well-developed grant-making strategy, we mostly had an idea and stum-
bled into a strategy to execute it through trial and many errors. First and 
foremost, the idea the donor and I shared was that the best way to improve 
the lives of children and families was to give them a greater role in deci-
sions aff ecting their own lives. Otherwise the system, no matter how well 
intentioned its goals, would continue to break families apart rather than 
keep them together; it would punish rather than heal. 

 Th e strategy evolved from hit-and-miss grant making and from our 
diff erent perspectives. Although the donor and I agreed that we wanted 
to help parents and youth gain power, we disagreed on how best to do 
that. She was a strong supporter of direct services because she believed 
that CWF grants should help people now. I thought that unless systems 
changed, the line of those in need would be just as long after we had 
expended all of CWF’s resources. We reached a wise and useful compro-
mise. Half the resources would go for direct services and half for system 
reform. Th e most important by-product of this agreement was that the 
direct service grants enabled us to see patterns of problems and focus 
our system-reform eff orts where the problems surfaced. For example, we 
funded Green Chimney’s Children’s Services to train staff  to work with gay 
and lesbian youth in foster care. As the extent of the neglect and maltreat-
ment for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) youth became 
clearer through that work, we funded the Urban Justice Center to bring a 
class action suit on their behalf.  iv   

 One of the CWF’s fi rst projects was to fi nd out what rights parents had 
to make decisions for their children while the youngsters were in care and 
to determine the extent to which parents could and did participate in pro-
gram and policy decisions. Th e CWF provided a grant in 1994 to Terry 
Mizrahi, a professor at Hunter College School of Social Work, and to Beth 
Rosenthal, a consultant on community planning and organizing, to sur-
vey the rights of parents and to assess the extent to which those rights 
were respected. 

 Th eir fi ndings confi rmed what almost everyone knew anecdotally: 
Parents had almost no voice in child welfare decisions. Whereas New York 

  iv  .   It is ironic that the settlement of the  Marisol  lawsuit, which was supported by 
the Child Welfare Fund, precluded any other lawsuits in New York’s child welfare 
system, including the Urban Justice Center’s suit on behalf of LGBT youth, which 
was also supported by the Child Welfare Fund.  

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

03_Tobis_Ch 03.indd   5403_Tobis_Ch 03.indd   54 2/13/2013   9:34:50 PM2/13/2013   9:34:50 PM



T I L L I N G T H E S O I L :  T H E G R O U N DWO R K F O R PA R E N T A C T I V I S M [55 ]

State law allowed parents to be involved in their own case decisions, foster 
care agencies rarely enabled parents to be heard. 5  For example, parents 
had the right to attend the case conference as part of the Service Plan 
Review of their case. Th is is the primary meeting for determining what 
parents must do to be reunited with their children. In 1994 the New York 
State Comptroller found that parents attended only 20.6% of these meet-
ings, largely because agencies placed barriers in the parents’ way, such as 
not being told of the conference, or scheduling meetings during the day 
for the convenience of caseworkers but during the time when most par-
ents are at work. 6  

 Th e study also found that parents were never involved in child wel-
fare programs or policy decisions, though they had a right to be. None of 
the 60 or so foster care agencies that had contracts with the city at the 
time employed a parent who had been through the child welfare system, 
though legally they were allowed to do so; 7  none had a parent who had 
been embroiled in the system on its board of directors. And no city or state 
commissioner of child welfare had formally sought the advice of a parent 
who had experienced the child welfare system. 8  

 Child welfare agencies believed that parents who had a child in foster 
care could not work with children and families. Martin Guggenheim, a 
professor at NYU Law School, prepared a legal opinion at the request of 
the Child Welfare Fund that concluded that parents who had had a child 
in foster care or who had been the subject of a confi rmed case of abuse or 
neglect could legally work in a child welfare agency and have direct contact 
with children, so long as the executive director of the agency felt chil dren’s 
safety would not be compromised. 9  Guggenheim’s opinion provided the 
legal documentation that agencies needed to hire parents who had been 
involved in the system. 

 Th e Child Welfare Fund set out to end the exclusion of parents from 
child welfare decision making. Th e donor and I developed three broad 
approaches to address this exclusion. First, CWF would create or support 
grassroots organizations to teach individual parents their rights, to train 
them to help other parents, and to instruct them in grassroots organizing. 
CWF operated on the principle that individuals bring about change but 
have far more power when they work through organizations. No organiza-
tions existed that both represented the interests of parents and included 
them in the decision-making process. We therefore had to create new 
organizations or nurture fl edgling ones. CWF, unlike most foundations, 
was willing to give money to groups that had never been funded before. 

 In many cases, individuals with a good idea and a lot of passion came 
to the CWF seeking help to turn their ideas into a project and eventually 
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into an organization that would fi ght for the rights of poor people in child 
welfare. More often than not, we funded them, though the initial grants 
to fragile organizations were small. But that was not always the case. For 
example, Susan Lob, a community organizer and long-time activist on 
behalf of women, wanted to create an organization of domestic violence 
survivors that would stand up to the Giuliani administration when exist-
ing domestic violence organizations were fearful of speaking out against 
his administration. Th e Child Welfare Fund provided a planning grant for 
Lob to design Voices of Women and then a grant to launch it.  v   

 Th ese groups both helped individual parents, accompanying them 
through the maze of child welfare hearings, and organized street demon-
strations to draw attention to the system’s shortcomings. A large rally out-
side Manhattan Family Court led to a meeting with the Supervising Judge 
of the Court. Another outside of St. Patrick’s Cathedral focused on ACS 
and the deaths of children in Catholic foster care agencies. It led to more 
parents speaking out about the abuses they experienced. One candlelight 
vigil at the home of then commissioner Scoppetta on Th anksgiving Eve 
drew no press but got his attention, perhaps helping him listen to the 
more diplomatic criticisms from the Special Child Welfare Panel. 

 The second element of the Child Welfare Fund’s strategy was to 
change the public’s and professionals’ perception of parents with a child 
welfare history. The media demonized these parents by sensational-
izing and generalizing each horrible child death to be the norm for 
all parents whose children are placed into care, though most chil dren 
are removed from their homes because they are neglected, often for 
reasons of poverty, not because of abuse. 10  Most child welfare workers, 
the press, and the public, whose views were shaped by the press, saw 
these parents as the primary cause of their own problems and failed to 
focus on the role played by poverty, unemployment, degraded commu-
nities, and racism. To change public and professional awareness, the 
Child Welfare Fund helped create three publications: the  Child Welfare 
Watch  for professionals, the aforementioned  Represent  magazine writ-
ten by and for youth in care, and  Rise  magazine, written by and for 

  v  .   Many other nascent groups received their fi rst fi nancial support from the 
CWF including the Child Welfare Organizing Project, People United for Children, 
Concerned Citizens for Family Preservation, Legal Information for Families Today 
(LIFT), and the Welfare Rights Initiative (WRI). Starting new organizations, however, 
is fi lled with risks and failures, but the CWF believed that unless we had failures, we 
were not taking enough risks. Several groups that received their fi rst funding from 
the CWF folded such as Birth Fathers Support Network, the Child Welfare Action 
Center, and Voices of Youth, crashing against the rocks of organizational confl icts, 
inexperience, and limited funding.  
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parents with children in foster care. The  Watch  is described below.  Rise  
is described in Chapter 5. 

 Th e  Child Welfare Watch , edited by Andrew White, now director of the 
Center for New York City Aff airs at the New School University, began in 
1997 as an eight-page report. It has since become the preeminent publi-
cation monitoring the child welfare system in New York City. It appears 
twice a year as a 24- to 40-page magazine that provides analysis and rec-
ommendations on diff erent aspects of New York’s child welfare system. 
Each issue of the  Watch  is then presented at a public forum hosted by the 
New School. Th e  Watch’s  recommendations one year regularly turn into city 
policy in subsequent years. Th e shift from child removal to the provision 
of resources to help families, the provision of adequate legal representa-
tion of parents in Family Court, the creation of child welfare partnerships 
with communities, and extension of help to immigrant families were all 
recommendations of the  Watch  that eventually became ACS policy. 

 From the beginning, the  Watch  published articles sharply critical of 
ACS’s oversight of the child welfare system and the performance of pri-
vate foster care agencies. In fact, at the public forum presenting the fi nd-
ings of the fi rst issue of the  Watch  in the spring of 1997, then Deputy ACS 
Commissioner William Bell, who participated on the panel discussing the 
fi ndings, said that he had been unfairly attacked—“sandbagged,” to use 
his phrase—and refused to participate in an y  subsequent  Watch  forums. 

 But the relationship changed with time: ACS improved and moved closer 
to the views and values of the people who produce the  Watch , and the  Watch  
became more understanding of the complications of reforming large systems. 
At a 2005 forum organized by  Watch  on redesigning the foster care system, 
ASC Commissioner John Mattingly said, “Th e  Child Welfare Watch  reports, I 
think, are the most thoughtful, balanced and detailed analysis of a particular 
set of issues in child welfare that I have ever seen anywhere.” 11 ,  vi   

  vi  .   Two elements were important in creating the success of the  Watch  and its abil-
ity to infl uence public policy. Th e fi rst is a talented investigative research team led by 
Andrew White, a seasoned journalist on the faculty of the New School. He walks the 
precarious line between academia and practice, between neutrality and advocacy, 
integrating the perspectives of parents and advocates, practitioners, and govern-
ment. Each issue of the  Watch  is factually accurate and balanced. It is trusted by 
most of the players in the fi eld. 

 Th e second essential element in the  Watch’s  success is the Advisory Board, which 
guides it and presents the recommendations that accompany each issue. Th e Board 
was carefully selected to represent the most progressive, seasoned voices from the 
main child welfare constituencies. Members include former commissioners, legal 
advocates, current and former child welfare agency executive directors, parents who 
have been reunited with their children, and their advocates. For full disclosure, I have 
been the Chairman of the Advisory Board of the  Watch  since it began publishing.  
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 Another CWF undertaking to change public and professional percep-
tion of the people served by the child welfare system was to create three 
annual awards programs: for youth in care who have overcome great dif-
fi culties and have helped others (begun in 1999), for parents who have 
been reunited with their children (begun in 2001), and for workers and 
parent advocates in the system who rise above the constraints of their 
jobs to meet the needs of children and families (begun in 2000). Hundreds 
of people in New York’s child welfare system applied for these awards each 
year.  vii   Th e winners were profi led at public events, where their stories are 
told as they received a certifi cate and cash award, generally of $1000. Th e 
audiences who attended these ceremonies, the people who read about the 
ceremonies in the local press, the people who nominated the candidates 
for the awards, the judges who selected the winners, and the winners 
themselves all saw the people in the child welfare system diff erently as a 
result of the awards. Th e lives and the strengths of the recipients became 
real. Th eir exhausting battles to overcome addiction, abuse, or crushing 
caseloads make their accomplishments all the more moving. 

 Esmeralda Simmons is the director of the Center for Law and Social 
Justice and a judge for the Foster Care Youth Awards and the Family Unity 
Awards for Parents. She says about the ceremony for parents:

  We hear how parents, all for the love of their children, actually beat long-term 

drug addiction, debilitating mental illness and life cycles of violence. Listening to 

these parents’ trials and ultimate victory restores one’s faith in today’s parents. 

In that room, on that day, hearing their stories, seeing these parents with their 

children, witnessing their hugging, kissing and tears of joy as they celebrate their 

family’s being together evokes spontaneous cheers of support and admiration. 12    

 Th e third element in the Child Welfare Fund’s approach to increasing the 
infl uence of parents was to demonstrate the overwhelming benefi t from 
having parents with child welfare experience directly helping families in 
distress and shaping service programs for them. CWF provided grants to 
foster care agencies to hire parent advocates. Th ese are individuals who 
had children placed in foster care, changed their lives, learned the ins and 
outs of the child welfare system, and been trained in how to engage strug-
gling parents and mentor them so they could reunite with their children. 
In 1994 CWF gave St. Christopher’s, a large nondenominational foster 
care agency, a grant to hire one of the fi rst two parents, if not the fi rst 

  vii  .   Th e awards for parents ended in 2007. Th e awards for social workers and parent 
advocates continue. Th e awards for youth continue with other sources of funding.  

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

03_Tobis_Ch 03.indd   5803_Tobis_Ch 03.indd   58 2/13/2013   9:34:50 PM2/13/2013   9:34:50 PM



T I L L I N G T H E S O I L :  T H E G R O U N DWO R K F O R PA R E N T A C T I V I S M [59 ]

such parent, with child welfare experience to be employed in a foster care 
agency. Th e parent advocate not only engaged and guided other parents 
struggling to be reunited with their children but also organized a parents’ 
council at St. Christopher’s to help shape the agency’s programs and poli-
cies. CWF continued to provide seed funding to child welfare agencies to 
hire parent advocates, so that by the time of the March 16, 2011 forum 
there were about 100 parent advocates working in foster care, preventive 
service, and legal and advocacy organizations throughout New York City. 

 Another part of the Child Welfare Fund’s eff ort to have parents with child 
welfare experience help struggling families and shape service programs was 
joining forces in 2000 with the Open Society Institute and other founda-
tions to create a donors’ collaborative.  viii   Th e project, called Bridge Builders, 
is located in the Highbridge section of the South Bronx, which had one of the 
highest number of children placed in foster care in the late 1990s. 13  Bridge 
Builders trains and hires parents from the community, some of whom have 
been involved in the child welfare system, to go door to door, asking their 
neighbors in housing projects, day care centers, and schools if they need help 
before their family problems become overwhelming. Th ey refer the families to 
a network of service providers supported by the collaborative, including legal 
representation to ensure that their rights are protected and social service 
agencies to ensure that their needs are met. Bridge Builders is now adminis-
tered by people from Highbridge and governed by a board of directors com-
posed of members who live or work in that community. 

 When Bridge Builders began, Commissioner Scoppetta did not want ACS 
to be involved in the project because of his distrust of advocates, perhaps 
fueled by the Th anksgiving Eve demonstration outside his home. Four years 
later, Commissioner Bell who had his own doubts about advocates after 
having been “sandbagged” at the fi rst forum of the  Child Welfare Watch , 
embraced Bridge Builders and joined the collaborative.  ix   Th ree years later, 
Commissioner Mattingly became a champion of Bridge Builders, funding 
the program and using it as a model to promote community involvement in 

  viii  .   Th e foundations that were members of the donors’ collaborative are as follows: 
Open Society Institute, the Child Welfare Fund, the New York Community Trust, 
JPMorgan/DeCamp, FAR Fund, Hechscher Foundation, Hagedorn Fund, Sills Family 
Foundation, A.E. Casey Foundation, Oak Foundation, United Way of New York City, 
Clark Foundation, Starr Foundation, Marguerite Casey Foundation/Casey Family 
Programs, New Yorkers for Children, and parallel funding from the Viola Bernard 
Foundation, the Rosenberg Foundation, and the Child Welfare Fund.  

  ix  .   As previously described, when Bell was deputy commissioner of ACS he felt 
“sandbagged” by the advocates; I was a prime culprit in his eyes. Our reconciliation 
and subsequent collaboration on Bridge Builders when he became commissioner are 
a refl ection of his generosity and concern for children. He and I both were asked to 
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child welfare in the 11 highest risk communities in the city. Th e activities 
of parents in Bridge Builders and the collaborative’s impact are described 
in greater detail in Chapter 5. 

 Although many other forces created the environment in which parents of 
children in foster care could be heard, the Child Welfare Fund was the fi rst 
and most infl uential organization in New York City that had an explicit strat-
egy focused on increasing the power of parents. Although its total grants were 
never more than $1 million a year, CWF’s impact was far greater than its lim-
ited resources. As Bell said in 2004 in his speech at an event honoring the 
Child Welfare Fund and me for our work on behalf of parents:

  Th e New York City child welfare system has fundamentally changed over the 

last several years . . . because you have forced us to change, because you have 

said openly and loudly, “Th ings cannot continue to go the way they have been 

going.” And we listened to that. 14    

 It was unclear whether Bell’s remarks referred to the parents in the audi-
ence who organized the event or to the Child Welfare Fund. Th eir activities 
had become so intertwined that it was hard to disentangle their impact. 

 After the anonymous donor and I worked together for 18 years, she 
decided to take the Child Welfare Fund in new directions, focusing even-
tually on mental health services for very young children. In April 2009 my 
involvement with the CWF ended, as did its primary focus on increasing 
the infl uence of parents in child welfare. Th e impact of this diminished 
focus on parents is discussed more fully in Chapter 8.  

  Children’s Rights Inc.,  Marisol v. Giuliani , and 

the Special Child Welfare Advisory Panel 

 Marcia Lowry founded Children’s Rights, Inc. (CRI) in 1995. By then she 
was already one of the most powerful, and to the state governments she 

speak at the opening of the offi  ces of Birth Fathers Support Network, an organiza-
tion of men who had lost contact with or custody of their children, often as a result 
of prison. He spoke about his growing up in Mississippi, recounting that on the one 
night his father had come home to try to reconcile, unsuccessfully, with his mother, 
William was conceived. I was touched by his honesty, vulnerability, and his empathy 
for the people he was addressing, especially since I had lived in Mississippi as a civil 
rights worker in 1965. I wrote to him, telling him of my reaction to his presentation, 
and suggesting that we get together to talk. He agreed, we met, and slowly, in part 
through the creative bridging by his able deputy, Anne Williams Isom, he agreed to 
have ACS become a member of the Bridge Builders’ steering committee.  
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sued, one of the most notorious forces for child welfare reform in the 
country. In her previous job, at the American Civil Liberties Union (1979–
1995), she had brought class action lawsuits against dysfunctional child 
welfare systems in states across the country. She was known most prom-
inently for the epic struggle she led to wrest control of New York’s child 
welfare system from the religious agencies that dominated it for most of 
the twentieth century. 

 She fi led  Wilder v. Bernstein  in 1973 when she was at the New York Civil 
Liberties Union (1973–1979), alleging that the New York child welfare 
system discriminated against black Protestant children (a violation of 
the fourteenth amendment of the U.S. Constitution), lacked separation 
of church and state (required by the fi rst amendment), and placed chil-
dren in institutions causing them cruel and unusual punishment (a viola-
tion of the eighth amendment). 15  Th e suit outraged New York’s religious 
establishment that provided foster care and infuriated the governmental 
agencies that funded and oversaw their work.  x   Th e suit had dragged on for 
more than 20 years by the time she fi led the  Marisol v. Giuliani  lawsuit at 
the end of 1995, soon after she founded CRI. 

 Lowry, a lawyer, is a fi erce and relentless fi ghter for children’s rights, 
which has often put her in confl ict with the state governments and the 
voluntary agencies she sues and with the advocates who fi ght for the rights 
of parents and families. Th e lawsuits “have defi nitely focused people’s 
attention and defi nitely generated some energy,” says Bob McKeagney, 
vice-president of program operations for the Child Welfare League of 
America (an association of child welfare service providers) and former 
head of Maine’s child welfare system. “But in most situations, they have 
proved to be debilitating and demoralizing to the departments them-
selves.” 16  Some of her cases, including  Wilder , became mired in the legal 
merry-go-round common to court-supervised settlements that often fol-
low such lawsuits. Th e result is decades of litigation and little impact. By 
the mid-1990s, some supporters of her lawsuits had begun to question 
their value. 17  Among child and family advocates who abandoned her cause 
was Guggenheim, who enthusiastically had helped her early in the  Wilder  
lawsuit. 18  In 2005, he wrote a scholarly book,  What’s Wrong with Children’s 

  x  .   Particularly irritating to New York City’s child welfare administrator at the 
time, Barbara Blum, was the fact that she had hired Lowry in 1972 to be her special 
assistant for program development at Special Services for Children (SSC), the city’s 
child welfare agency at the time. In June 1973, only months after she left SSC, Lowry 
fi led the Wilder lawsuit. “Outrage, fear, and a deep sense of betrayal overwhelmed 
general agreement [within SSC] with the substance of the suit.” [Bernstein,  Th e Lost 
Children of Wilder , 45.]  
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Rights,  and intentionally did not mention her because of his anger at what 
he viewed as her betrayal of the rights of parents and families. 19  

 Lowry fi led  Marisol v. Giuliani  on December 13, 1995, less than a 
month after the death of Elisa Izquierdo exposed profound failings in 
New York’s child welfare system. She brought the suit in the height of the 
pre-Christmas season for maximum visibility and public sympathy. In an 
overly simplifi ed summary, Lowry said, “ Marisol  covered everything that 
was not covered in  Wilder .” 20  Th e lead plaintiff  in the lawsuit, Marisol A., 
was a 5-year-old girl who had been returned to her mother from foster 
care. She was found locked in a closet by a housing inspector, malnour-
ished, with a broken tibia, fractured teeth, and burns over her body. Th e 
suit charged that the city’s child welfare agency repeatedly failed to inves-
tigate complaints of abuse against the mother and her boyfriend. 

 Th e lawsuit alleged that the city’s child welfare agency, then known as 
the Child Welfare Administration, “was one of the most expensive and 
dysfunctional in the nation, persistently failing to care for and protect 
both the children in its custody and those reported to be in danger of 
abuse and neglect. Children were dying because of the city’s neglect while 
others were being deprived of safe, stable and permanent childhoods.” 
CRI fi led  Marisol v. Giuliani  (No. 95-Civ-10533) in the U.S. District Court 
for the Southern District of New York on behalf of Marisol and more than 
100,000 children whom the suit alleged had been subjected to the sys-
tem’s failings. 21  

 Having been chastened by criticism of the limited impact of her pre-
vious lawsuits and disappointed by the long delays in eff ecting reforms, 
Lowry was amenable to a new approach for a court-supervised legal set-
tlement in  Marisol . Th at new approach was the brainchild of Tom Joe, the 
executive director of the Center for the Study of Social Policy (CSSP) in 
Washington, D.C., a policy and research center working with state govern-
ments to reform child welfare systems across the country. CSSP was very 
closely connected with, and heavily funded by, the newly expanded Annie 
E. Casey Foundation. Joe, blind and strategically brilliant, had been look-
ing for a way to reduce the number of disruptive lawsuits that hampered 
eff orts by CSSP and governments to reform child welfare without outside 
pressure. 

 Th rough Joe’s long-standing connections with the Casey Foundation, 
Lowry, and ACS, on December 2, 1998 Marcia and the city and state defen-
dants in  Marisol  signed agreements that established a new approach to 
court-supervised child welfare reform. Instead of having Lowry and her 
legal team oversee the reforms, as had been the case in her other law-
suits, the court established a Special Child Welfare Advisory Panel, which 
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would have full access to ACS records and personnel, would assess vari-
ous aspects of the child welfare system and make recommendations for 
reform, but would have no authority to force the city to implement any-
thing. If the panel were to fi nd that the city was failing to make a good 
faith eff ort at reform, plaintiff s could seek court-ordered injunctive relief. 
Th e settlement would allow Commissioner Scoppetta to work toward 
reform unfettered by the courts and advised by a well-respected group of 
outside child welfare professionals. As CSSP and the defendants wanted, 
the settlement also prohibited any other class-action lawsuit from being 
fi led or going forward as long as the settlement agreement was in eff ect, 
forcing the shelving of a class-action lawsuit brought by the Urban Justice 
Center alleging mistreatment of gay and lesbian youth in New York City 
foster care. 

 Th e settlement was hailed widely as a fair compromise. 22  Th e Special 
Child Welfare Advisory Panel was seen by almost all members of the child 
welfare community in New York City as a group of the best and the bright-
est professionals in child welfare, though it was not without its shortcom-
ings, specifi cally the absence of black or Latino panelists.  xi   

 Th e panel was headed by Douglas Nelson, president, CEO, and member 
of the board of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, the largest foundation 
in the country focusing on child welfare. It then spent close to a quar-
ter of a billion dollars a year to reform child welfare in targeted cities 
and states. 23  Th e fi ve members were either Casey employees or consul-
tants to Casey, including John Mattingly, the director of human services 
reforms at the Casey Foundation who would become the commissioner 
of ACS 4 years after the panel concluded its work in 2000. Th e panel’s 
staff  director was Steven Cohen, also employed by the Casey Foundation. 
He knew the system intimately, having previously worked in New York 
City’s child welfare agency as well as at the Jewish Board of Family and 
Children’s Services, a large and wealthy voluntary New York City child 
welfare agency.  

  xi  .   Th e Special Child Welfare Advisory Panel was initially composed of Douglas 
Nelson, president of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, John Mattingly, senior program 
associate of the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Judith Goodhand, former director of 
Cuyahoga County Department of Children and Family Services in Cleveland, and 
Paul Vincent, former director of the Division of Family and Children’s Services of 
the Alabama Department of Human Resources. Th e omission of a person of color 
was subsequently addressed with the addition of Carol Williams Spigner to the Panel 
later in 1999. An African-American, she was former associate commissioner in the 
Children’s Bureau of the Administration for Children and Families in the federal 
Department of Health and Human Services.  
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  The Unintended Focus on Parent Participation 

 Parent participation in child welfare decisions was not raised in the  Marisol  
complaint or in the remedies originally sought, though the lawsuit called 
for additional services to help families so their children would not have 
to be placed into foster care. Nevertheless, parent participation and the 
way parents were treated by the child welfare system became a focus of 
the panel’s fi nal report and a signifi cant part of its recommendations. Th is 
change—placing parents’ service needs, their right to participate in case 
decisions, and the utility of their views of the system at the center of child 
welfare reform—contributed greatly to the emergence of an environment 
in which parents and their allies would become respected voices in the 
child welfare debate. 

 How did  Marisol  come to play such an important role in paving the way 
for parent participation in child welfare reforms, though that participation 
was not part of Lowry’s intent? It came about for three reasons. First, the 
panel members came to their work, according to Cohen, “with the belief 
entrenched in their thinking that you help children by helping their fam-
ilies.” Th e panel believed, says Cohen, that “most of the families involved 
with the child welfare system are committed to their kids and are torn up 
by not being able to raise their kids safely and by confronting systems that 
hurt them rather than help them.” 24  Th e panel members were therefore 
receptive to the idea that parents should be involved in case practice. 

 Th e panel initially spoke with the senior administrators of ACS, who 
were receptive to the panel’s ideas for policy and practice reforms that 
would help families. Th e moment, however, the panel began to focus on 
practice in the fi eld—reading case records, interviewing front-line work-
ers and supervisors, seeing the interaction between workers and par-
ents—“we saw that this was not a practice model that values families,” 
says Cohen. 25  

 Th at realization was the second factor that raised the prominence of 
parents in the panel’s fi nal report. Th e evidence of inadequate case prac-
tice encouraged the panel to focus on having the system engage more eff ec-
tively with parents. “If there is something that I’d give the panel credit for 
in New York,” says Cohen, “it would be helping the system understand 
that this [involving parents] is not solely a matter of justice or sympathy 
or a desire to be nice to parents, which is an ideological point of view that 
we can fi ght about. But we helped frame it as a critically important thing 
to do in order to help kids.” 

 Th e third factor that raised the importance of parents was parents 
themselves, supported by their allies. Led by the Child Welfare Organizing 
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Project (CWOP), parents forcefully and repeatedly, between July 1999 and 
October 2000, met with and pushed the panel to focus on the rights of 
parents and the abuses they had endured from ACS and voluntary child 
welfare agencies. Representatives of various parent organizing groups, 
legal advocacy organizations, foundations, and other groups that worked 
with and advocated for parents met with the panel to critique its reports 
and press it to recognize the system’s fundamental fl aws. 

 Th rough meetings, letters, documents, and testimony from parents, 
CWOP made the needs of parents and the utility of involving them in 
policy decisions a focus of the panel’s work. Half a dozen parents from 
CWOP and other organizations fi rst met with the panel on July 8, 1999, 
after the panel had issued its second report, which focused on placement 
issues. CWOP’s objections to that report were “not so much in its content, 
as in its omissions,” said a written CWOP statement directed to the panel. 
Among other things, CWOP contended that the panel’s report overlooked 
“the primary issue: when and why are children being removed to foster 
care in the fi rst place.” CWOP’s statement to the panel used the analogy of 
a report on prison reform that didn’t “say or do much about innocent men 
being sentenced to prison, but we can recommend that they be treated as 
well as possible while they’re in custody.” 26  

 Th e panel acknowledged this omission. In an article 2 weeks later in 
the July 22  New York Times , Nelson  xii   wrote, “I’m afraid the report may 
reinforce the oversimplifi ed view that we can protect at-risk kids in frag-
ile families with an even more aggressive approach to removal. I feel the 
Mayor [Giuliani] in this city has overemphasized that.” 27  

 Th e second meeting between CWOP parents and the panel took place 
on November 30, 1999 and focused on the issue of front line practice. At 
the panel’s request, CWOP parents prepared a set of questions to eval-
uate the performance of foster care providers. At the meeting parents 
spoke about their painful experiences with the child welfare system and 
reported that they were not being listened to by their case workers, their 
agencies, or by ACS. 

 Shortly after the November meeting, the panel recommended to 
Scoppetta that he meet with parents, listen to their opinions and con-
cerns, and create a parents’ advisory panel. Four months later a meeting 

  xii  .   Nelson was one of the most articulate spokespersons for child welfare reform 
in the country. His broad perspective and infl uence came from teaching history at the 
University of Wisconsin, serving as assistant secretary of the Wisconsin Department 
of Health and Social Services, and then working for 20 years as president of the Annie 
E. Casey Foundation, overseeing $3 billion in assets, providing $240 million to 900 
grantees a year toward the end of his tenure at Casey.  
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between Scoppetta and parents from CWOP took place. It did not go well. 
According to CWOP executive director Mike Arsham, “We didn’t want 
to be used just for information [for the commissioner]; we had our own 
agenda. ACS’s expectation was that parents would tell their stories, limit 
their criticisms to contract agencies and not make any demands. We had 
a diff erent idea.” 28  

 Scoppetta was unreceptive to the complaints of parents. After an 
exchange of charges and countercharges about lack of respect, trust, and 
collaboration by both ACS and CWOP, on June 5, 2000 Scoppetta wrote 
a letter to Arsham stating that ACS would no longer collaborate or com-
municate with CWOP. “For the present,” he wrote, “ACS will pursue the 
initiatives we have begun with the partners we have.” 29  CWOP became 
persona non grata at ACS. No one from ACS was allowed to meet or talk 
with anyone from CWOP. 

 Th e Special Child Welfare Advisory Panel, however, continued to be 
receptive to CWOP’s concerns and reform agenda. A third panel meet-
ing with parents from CWOP took place on October 17, shortly before the 
panel issued its fi nal report containing its strong recommendations for 
ACS to involve parents more fully in their own cases and for them to have 
meaningful participation in program and policy decisions. In its written 
statement to the panel at the October meeting, CWOP acknowledged that 
the panel had “heard and internalized parents’ concerns.” 

 Nevertheless, CWOP criticized the panel for its endorsement of ACS’s 
eff orts to involve parents, since CWOP parents had been excluded from 
that process after CWOP’s meeting with Scoppetta. Th e panel had writ-
ten that “ACS has embraced the idea of gathering information from 
recipients of services. ”  30  According to CWOP, such enthusiasm for ACS’s 
stance toward parents “is not simply inaccurate; it denies the reality and 
legitimacy of a group of parents who invested a lot of hope and energy in 
this doomed initiative.” 31  In CWOP’s written statement to the panel and 
during the October meeting, parents pressed for the creation of a public 
oversight body independent of ACS, comparable to the Civilian Complaint 
Review Board for the police, which would include parents and youth with 
direct personal experience with the child welfare system, a legally bind-
ing bill of rights for parents including prohibition of protective remov-
als without a court order in nonemergency situations, meaningful parent 
participation in Service Plan Reviews, an increased proportion of ACS 
spending devoted to preventive services, and quality legal representation 
for indigent parents in the Family Court. Many of these recommenda-
tions were included in the panel’s fi nal report; the last three eventually 
became city policy. 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

03_Tobis_Ch 03.indd   6603_Tobis_Ch 03.indd   66 2/13/2013   9:34:51 PM2/13/2013   9:34:51 PM



T I L L I N G T H E S O I L :  T H E G R O U N DWO R K F O R PA R E N T A C T I V I S M [ 67 ]

 Although parent participation in case work and policy decisions was not 
mentioned in the original  Marisol  complaint, the remedies recommended 
by the Special Child Welfare Advisory Panel put signifi cant weight on 
improving parent participation and engagement in the system and even 
strongly promoted parent participation in policy decisions. One of the 
ultimate recommendations of the panel was that parents needed to have a 
more prominent voice in the system. Th e fi nal report of the Special Child 
Welfare Advisory Panel issued in December 2000 talked about the signifi -
cant changes that were still needed in the system. It concluded:

  We believe that the heart of a new system-wide approach to permanency is 

a re-thinking of the role of parents, around the primary themes of enhanced 

respect, engagement, and partnership. 32    

 Th e fi nal report proposed not only providing more services to families 
but expanding the role of parents in decision making on their own cases 
and developing a role for them in formulating public policy. Th e report said, 
“First, the  fundamental  intervention this system can make to improve the 
lives of most of the children it serves is to help make it possible for their 
parents to overcome the barriers that have kept them from providing a 
safe and nurturing home” (emphasis in the original). 33  

 In discussing parent participation in their own cases, the panel’s report 
criticized state regulations for merely  “inviting”  parents to attend case 
conferences and Service Plan Reviews (emphasis in original). “[W]e think 
it is telling. People are ‘invited’ to events at which their participation is 
optional, and which will go on whether they are present or not. No one is 
invited to go to court, or to vote, or to undergo a medical procedure.” Th e 
report concludes:

  We believe that the system’s success in meeting this larger challenge [of par-

ent participation in case decisions] depends fundamentally on the kinds 

of relationships with parents it [ACS] pursues. When parents are expected, 

encouraged, and supported to play a key role in decisions about their children’s 

futures (even when those children are in foster care) . . . they will be far more 

deeply involved than when these expectations are absent. 34    

 In addition, the panel’s report asserts that parents also should help shape 
public policy:

  Finally, we note that one measure of a system’s eff ort to better engage parents 

is its willingness to hear from parents in roles other than that of recipient 
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of services. On those occasions when ACS engages parents in discussions of 

values, principles, policies, and procedures, it sends a powerful message that 

parents matter. We encourage ACS both to increase the number of occasions 

on which this kind of contact takes place and to broaden the range of parents 

who participate . . . . Similarly, we think the real challenge for ACS is in building 

relationships even with those parents who have signifi cant complaints regard-

ing the child welfare system. 35    

 Th e panel’s urging that ACS “broaden the range of parents who partic-
ipate” and include “parents who have signifi cant complaints” seems a 
direct response to Scoppetta’s June 5 letter telling CWOP and its parents 
that they were unwelcome at ACS. Th e underlying values of the report and 
its explicit recommendations were what parents and advocates had been 
saying to members of the panel and fi ghting for in countless other venues. 
Over the next decade ACS increasingly embraced these recommendations 
and began not only to listen to parents and parent advocacy organizations, 
but also to implement their recommendations. 

 Th e force of  Marisol , the meticulous, thoughtful, and balanced work of 
the Special Child Welfare Advisory Panel, the seminal role played by the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation on the panel, and the relentless pressure from 
parents planted the idea in ACS and the child welfare system as a whole 
that parents not only had a right to be heard but also had essential things 
to say that could improve frontline practice. 

 Th e panel ended its court-ordered role in December 2000 when it issued 
its fi nal report that found ACS had acted in good faith in creating struc-
tural and policy reforms, but cautioned that a great deal of additional work 
would be required for those reforms to be fully implemented. Scoppetta’s 
replacement in early 2002, William Bell, embraced the recommendations 
of the panel, and his replacement in July 2004, John Mattingly, who had 
been a member of the panel, implemented changes beyond the panel’s 
recommendations. Th ese two commissioners created an environment 
in ACS and the rest of the child welfare system that enabled the voice 
of parents and their allies to be heard and their recommendations to be 
implemented.   

  THE ADMINISTRATION FOR CHILDREN’S SERVICES 

 Th e Administration for Children’s Services was slow to embrace parents 
as a legitimate voice in the debate to shape child welfare programs and 
policy because of Scoppetta’s initial orientation, which changed during his 
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tenure as commissioner. Once the agency changed further under Bell and 
Mattingly, ACS’s impact on the role of parents was profound. 

 Scoppetta took charge of the newly created Administration for Children’s 
Services in January 1996, inheriting a dysfunctional agency built on the 
remnants of its inept predecessor organizations. In the previous two 
decades public interest attorneys had fi led 20 class-action lawsuits in state 
and federal courts against the city’s child welfare agency because of the 
harm it was causing children and their families. ACS was operating under 
11 court orders or stipulations from these suits in December 1996 when 
Scoppetta issued his Plan of Action to remedy the system’s problems and 
to get the lawsuits off  his back. 36  

 Scoppetta’s plan was thoughtful, comprehensive, and pointedly antipar-
ent. It included the stark statement: “Any ambiguity regarding the safety of 
the child will be resolved in favor of removing the child from harm’s way.” 37  
Th is led to 12,000 children being placed into foster care in 1998, a 51% 
increase from 7,949 children in 1995, the year before Scoppetta took offi  ce. 38  
Th e plan also called for the criminalization of neglect. Rather than focusing 
on ameliorating the overwhelming stresses in the lives of poor families who 
had neglected their children, the city would not only place their children in 
foster care, but it would also arrest the mothers. Lamenting the fact that 
fewer than a third of the 25,328 abuse and neglect cases in 1995 that were 
eligible for referral to a District Attorney’s Offi  ce for possible prosecution 
were so referred, the plan called for the creation of “instant response teams” 
composed of personnel from ACS, the Police Department, and the District 
Attorneys’ Offi  ce who would be available on a 24-hour basis “to prosecute 
successfully all serious cases of abuse and neglect. . . .” 39  

 Scoppetta represented the old school of child welfare reform. He had 
spent 8 years in foster care, beginning in 1936 when he was 4 years old. 
At that time the system primarily served white children, often children of 
immigrant parents, as his were. Early in his career he served for 7 years as 
an assistant district attorney in the Manhattan DA’s offi  ce, developing a 
prosecutorial perspective, which he brought to child welfare. Later in his 
career he served 16 years on the board of directors and 8 years as board 
chairman of the Children’s Aid Society. As a result, when he became ACS 
commissioner, he saw the system from the eyes of a foster care agency that 
began in the middle of the nineteenth century with headquarters on Park 
Avenue. His view was that the best way to improve the child welfare sys-
tem was through the three pillars of his plan: (1) “management, account-
ability and cultural change;” (2) clarity of mission, which was “to discover 
and report every instance of child abuse and neglect;” and (3) creating “a 
child-focused system that will protect all the children of New York.” 40  
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 His old school view lacked recognition that 96% of the children in fos-
ter care while he was commissioner were African-American or Latino. 41  
Nowhere in his 163-page Plan of Action, including a chapter diagnosing 
the culture of New York’s child welfare system, are the words race or eth-
nicity mentioned, let alone a discussion of those issues or the role of par-
ents in decision making. 42  

 Parents protested against these policies, which they saw as clearly 
antiparent. Parents who had neglected their children mostly for reasons 
related to poverty, who had their children placed into foster care, and 
who felt abused by ACS demonstrated against the agency’s policies. On 
Christmas morning in 1997 a dozen parents whose children had been 
swept into the child welfare system stood silently for hours across the street 
from St. Partick’s Cathedral. One woman held a sign that read “BCW, SSC, 
CWA, ACS.  xiii   Everything is the same. Only the name is diff erent.” Another 
mother’s sign bore the name of Caprice Reid, who was killed in foster care. 
Th e demonstration had been organized by People United for Children, a 
small but militant group of parents whose children had been in the child 
welfare or juvenile justice system. Th ese mothers and one father thought it 
would be better to let the well-dressed St. Patrick’s congregants know that 
the child welfare system had broken their families apart and violated their 
rights than to be at home without their children on Christmas morning. 

 Under pressure from parents and their allies—street demonstrations, 
parents in 1998 testifying for the fi rst time at a city council hearing on 
child welfare, critical articles in the  Child Welfare Watch , lobbying by advo-
cacy groups to tighten the standards used to evaluate programs—and with 
guidance from the Special Child Welfare Panel, Scoppetta created modest 
policies and programs that inched the system toward involving parents in 
decision making and providing additional services to some. Under pres-
sure from Citizens’ Committee for Children, an advocacy organization 
founded in 1944, city council members, and others, he increased the num-
ber of preventive service slots. 43  He originally set a standard for evaluat-
ing foster care agencies that gave them credit for having children adopted 
but not for returning children to their families. Under pressure from the 
Child Welfare Action Center, a temporary coalition of advocacy groups, 
and other parent groups and their allies, in 1997 he made family reunifi ca-
tion as important as adoption in evaluating agencies. Under pressure from 
lawyers for families and their allies, such as the Brooklyn Family Defense 

  xiii  .   Th e names over time of the city’s child welfare agency included the following: 
Bureau of Child Welfare (1940–1974), Special Services for Children (1974–1989), 
Child Welfare Administration (1989–1996), and Administration for Children’s 
Services (1996– present).  
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Project, he, in the city’s system to evaluate agencies, “enhanced parent 
participation in permanency decision-making,” which meant that agen-
cies could be sanctioned if they failed to include parents in Service Plan 
Reviews, the meetings that determined the steps required of parents to 
reunify with their children. 44  Until then foster care agencies had discour-
aged, or at least had not encouraged or enabled, parents to attend these 
important meetings. As a result, few parents actually attended Service 
Plan Reviews. 45  

 Toward the end of Scoppetta’s tenure at ACS, in July 2001 the agency 
published a “Renewed Plan of Action,” which proposed steps ACS should 
take to involve parents. After describing the progress the agency had 
made, the report concluded that “Th e areas still in need of improved per-
formance are matters of front-line practice in permanency and parent 
engagement . . . to change the way the child welfare system works with 
families.” 46  Parent engagement, that is, getting parents to be actively and 
cooperatively involved in their own case, is the fi rst step for social work-
ers to be able to work with a family. Parent engagement is a long way from 
genuine parent participation or leadership in shaping programs or policy. 
Yet under Scoppetta, ACS acknowledged that even engaging parents, let 
alone listening to their views, was a challenge. 

 Changing the culture of ACS and the foster care agencies so that they 
focused on the needs of parents and families, respected their rights, and 
valued their insights began in earnest with the appointment of William 
C. Bell as commissioner of ACS in January 2002, though Scoppetta and 
ACS began to change at the end of his tenure. As the number of children 
in foster care was decreasing, as he was leaving offi  ce Scoppetta said, “I am 
absolutely convinced that we have too many children in foster care.” 

 Bell led what he referred to as “the second phase of reform.” 47  Not until 
Giuliani and Scoppetta left offi  ce at the end of 2001 did ACS fully embrace 
the idea that parents should have a meaningful role in child welfare 
decisions. 

 At the outset, Bell, like Scoppetta, saw the child welfare system with 
the eyes of a foster care service provider, but a provider that was very 
diff erent from the Children’s Aid Society, which Scoppetta had headed. 
Before joining the city’s child welfare agency in 1994, Bell had worked 
as associate executive director of Miracle Makers, a newly created 
African-American-run agency based in Brooklyn’s Bedford-Stuyvesant, 
one of the poorest neighborhoods in the city. Miracle Makers began serv-
ing foster children in 1986 as one of very few minority-run foster care 
agencies in the city. Th ese agencies had been set up with help from the city 
and state governments to be a small counterbalance to the white-run and 
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white-controlled agencies that cared for almost all the children in foster 
care, almost all of whom were and are from ethnic minorities.  xiv   

 Bell was born in Mississippi in 1957 to a single black mother when Jim 
Crow was the dominant culture in the South. Bell’s upbringing and his 
time working at Miracle Makers contributed to his empathy for, and per-
haps identifi cation with, poor parents of color. While addressing a group 
of parents from the child welfare system in 2004 he said, “From about 
1987–1989 I ran a parenting skills program in Brooklyn. Th at work left 
an indelible impression on me about what child welfare really should be 
all about.” 48  

 Very soon after becoming commissioner, Bell changed the mission state-
ment of ACS. Investigating reports of abuse and neglect was still a central 
mission, but supporting families, rather than removing children, would 
be the agency’s fi rst response. “Th e First 100 Days,” a report Bell released 
after his fi rst 3 months of his commissionership, stated that “ACS’s mis-
sion is to ensure the safety, permanency, and well-being of all the children 
of New York.” Th e fi rst way ACS would serve this mission would not be 
through investigation of reports of abuse and neglect, as had been the case 
under Scoppetta, but through “an extensive array of community based 
preventive and child care and Head Start services.” 49  

 To carry out this new mission, Bell signifi cantly increased the number 
of children receiving preventive services so they could remain with their 
families. Whereas the number of families receiving preventive services 
fl uctuated between 25,564 and 27,660 while Scoppetta ran ACS, the num-
ber grew by 16% to 31,692 by Bell’s second year as commissioner. 50  One 

  xiv  .   Until 1969 no child welfare agency was located in a minority commu-
nity and governed by people of color. In that year Harlem Dowling Children’s 
Center was founded as a minority-governed agency that operated as a satellite of 
Spence-Chapin, a white-run child caring agency. In 1985 the Edwin Gould agency 
brought a “decisive number of Black leaders onto its board of directors,” becoming a 
second minority-governed agency. In the late 1980s the New York State Legislature 
allocated funds to create several new minority-governed agencies and to transform 
small, existing agencies into foster care providers. Miracle Makers was a benefi -
ciary of the later approach. Th e rapid rise and fall of Miracle Makers and the other 
minority-government foster care agencies is a long and painful story that was 
chronicled by Benjamin Weiser and Leslie Kaufman in the  New York Times  and the 
Task Force on Minority-Governed, Community-Based Foster Care Agencies. [Leslie 
Kaufman, “Foster Children at Risk, and an Opportunity Lost,”  New York Times , 
November 5, 2007; Benjamin Weiser, “City Is Slow to Limit Damage as a Hope for 
Children Fails,”  New York Times , November 6, 2007; Benjamin Weiser, “In Foster Care 
Reckoning, Vows of Help and Vigilance,”  New York Times , November 7, 2007; Task 
Force on Minority-Governed, Community-Based Foster Care Agencies,  Report and 
Recommendations on the Status and Future of Minority-Governed, Community-Based 
Child Welfare Agencies  (New York: Administration for Children’s Services, November 
2005).]  
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result of the policy change was a decrease from a high of 12,000 children 
removed from their families in FY 1998 under Scoppetta to 6,201 removed 
in FY 2004 under Bell. 51  

 Bell also welcomed parents’ participation in child welfare policy making. 
Early in his tenure he lifted the ban that Scoppetta had imposed on ACS 
contact with the Child Welfare Organizing Project. In 2003 he appointed 
Philomena Timmons, a parent with experience in child welfare who had 
been working with CWOP, to the Commissioner’s Advisory Board.  xv   She 
was the fi rst parent with a child who had been in foster care to serve on 
such a board. He also created a Parent Advocate/Specialist Consortium, 
which met regularly with ACS staff  members to inform them about par-
ents’ experiences in the system. 52  He also implemented a client feedback 
system for foster boarding home programs, which interviewed foster par-
ents, children in care, and 242 parents about the services they received. 
Th e information from the interviews was used to improve foster care pro-
grams and practices. 53  

 Bell agreed in April 2004 to have ACS join the Bridge Builders collabo-
rative in the South Bronx, another way he enabled parents to play a pro-
grammatic role in child welfare. Participation in Bridge Builders was a 
signifi cant leap of faith for Bell since he had felt attacked by the leadership 
of Bridge Builders, John Courtney and me, who had been sharp critics of 
ACS. Bridge Builders was a community-run, foundation-supported project 
to involve parents with child welfare experience in helping their neigh-
bors who were having problems with their children and with the child 
welfare system. He designated Deputy Commissioner for Community and 
Government Aff airs Anne Williams Isom to represent ACS as a full part-
ner in Bridge Builders. 

 Isom was an ideal person to link ACS with Bridge Builders and the 
South Bronx community. She was a pull-no-punches, Columbia University-
trained black lawyer who talked back to commissioners when she disagreed 
with them, even in public meetings. She described herself as a passion-
ate advocate for children but also an advocate for communities of color. 

  xv  .   Several years before, Philomena’s 10-year-old son had been getting into trouble 
daily in school after his grandfather died. After his teacher called her to say that her 
son had cursed in class, Philomena hit him with a belt, leading to his removal from 
her custody for 2 years. Reading the Bible and realizing that she was out of control 
helped her control her anger. She went to the library to learn about her rights and 
read  Th e Family Act Book , which she said armed her with knowledge of the system and 
her rights. She went to therapy and attended two parenting skills classes and began 
working with CWOP. She wrote: “Looking back, I did need help with my son because 
I felt out of control and it was aff ecting my relationship with him. But I don’t believe 
that my children needed to be taken from me.”  [  Rise  3 (Spring 2006): 1–3.]  
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Her honesty, skills, and connections with the black community (she lived 
in central Harlem) made her increasingly valuable to the three diff erent 
commissioners she served and a powerful ally to Bridge Builders. Not only 
did she attend each quarterly meeting of Bridge Builders’ funders, but she 
helped make the resources of ACS available to that organization. Th ese 
resources included data analysis to assess the progress of the project in the 
community, open access to ACS’s Bronx fi eld offi  ce, and assigning an ACS 
staff er, Francis Ayuso, to be Bridge Builders’ on-the-ground coordinator. 
Ayuso is a native of Belize, a social worker by training, and a community 
organizer in his soul. He was able to gain the trust of parents who had been 
mistreated by ACS and got ACS to listen to the views of parents and recog-
nize the ways Bridge Builders could improve child welfare practice. 

 Although Bell focused on meeting parents’ needs, he had to be pushed 
by the Child Welfare Organizing Project and other parent groups to fully 
embrace their cause. To his credit, and to the great benefi t of parents, he 
allowed them to infl uence him and ACS. In June 2004, he was the keynote 
speaker at an event organized by parents of the Child Welfare Organizing 
Project to honor the Child Welfare Fund and my role helping to give par-
ents a louder voice in the child welfare system. 

 In his opening remarks, he said, “I really believe that my being and 
speaking here tonight is historic.” It was the fi rst time that a commis-
sioner had addressed and so fully embraced a group of parent advocates 
that had been fi ghting the city. Sharwline Nicholson, the named plaintiff  
in a victorious landmark lawsuit against ACS for illegally removing her 
children from her care, was chairwoman of CWOP. She was in the audi-
ence and stood proudly with Bell for a photograph after his speech. 

 Within a month of giving that speech, Bell resigned as commissioner 
of ACS to become executive vice-president of Casey Family Programs. Th e 
press release from Mayor Bloomberg’s offi  ce was glowing: “William Bell 
has spent his career protecting New York’s children and is leaving a legacy 
of excellence at ACS. He is a gifted administrator, a powerful advocate and 
a creative and talented policy maker.” 54  As Bell tells the story, however, he 
had confl icts with the mayor regarding resources for ACS. Bell wanted to 
preserve and expand services for families; the mayor wanted budget cuts 
that would undermine Bell’s eff orts. Bloomberg made the cuts. Bell had 
also lost the support of the voluntary agencies who did not want to be 
evaluated and regulated as Bell had been doing. 

 John B. Mattingly replaced Bell as commissioner on July 6, 2004, lead-
ing to a third phase of child welfare reform that more fully promoted the 
rights and involvement of parents. Mattingly, as had Scoppetta and Bell, 
came to ACS with experience as a service provider. He had been executive 
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director of the West Side Community House in Cleveland, a settlement 
house focusing on helping poor families in their community. Subsequently 
he was the executive director of Lucas County (Ohio) Children Services, 
the public child welfare agency serving the Toledo area. Th at job gave him 
experience in administering a public bureaucracy, albeit a small one com-
pared to New York. 

 He also came with experience working on systemic reforms in child wel-
fare from his years as director of human service reforms at the Annie E. 
Casey Foundation. As noted above, he served as a member of the New York 
City Special Child Welfare Advisory Panel from 1998 to 2000. By almost 
all accounts, his vast experience, his connection to the resources of the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation, his sensitivity to the various child welfare 
constituencies, and the trust the mayor had in him made him a most capa-
ble person for the job. 

 Mattingly changed ACS’s mission statement, as had Scoppetta and Bell 
before him. His focus was based on the widely held belief that helping fam-
ilies is the best way to ensure the well-being of children. As his statement 
said, “ACS’s mission is to ensure the safety, permanency and well-being 
of all New York City’s children and to strengthen families.” 55  ACS’s pri-
mary goal was still to ensure child safety, but its mission was based on this 
core principle: “Whenever it is safe, children’s birth and extended families 
should be strengthened and supported to provide a strong network of sup-
port for their children.” 56  

 In spite of this dedication to supporting families, ACS under Mattingly 
did not immediately increase the number of preventive service slots avail-
able to families experiencing diffi  culties, which perhaps refl ected Bell’s 
unsuccessful struggle to wrest more resources from the mayor. Under 
Mattingly, the number of children receiving preventive services annually 
between 2004 and 2007 was about 30,000, similar to the highpoint under 
Bell. Mattingly did not increase the number of preventive slots until 
2008, when they reached 33,022 after a series of high profi le deaths of 
chil dren that occurred in late 2005 and early 2006. Th e number of preven-
tive slots decreased again in subsequent years, reaching a low of 23,294 in 
June 2011. 57  Th e policy shift to “strengthen families” led to a continuous 
decrease in the number of children in foster care, which reached a low of 
16,645 in 2006. 58  After a slight increase in 2006 and 2007, the numbers of 
children in care continued to decrease, reaching 13,781 in May 2012, the 
smallest number in at least the past 50 years. 59  

 Mattingly maintained Bell’s eff orts to create a more parent-friendly 
environment in ACS. Th e Parents Advisory Work Group (PAWG), fi rst 
begun by Bell as the Parent Advocate/Specialist Consortium, continues to 
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meet, although the group is both a way to celebrate parents and a way for 
them to shape policy. Ten to 15 parents who have had experience in the 
child welfare system and work in advocacy, legal, or service agencies across 
the city attend meetings every other month. According to Dana Guyet, 
who headed the ACS Offi  ce of Advocacy from 2006 to 2011 that oversees 
the PAWG, the Group is not only a way for ACS to learn about problems in 
child welfare but is a way to “celebrate the work of parent advocates and of 
parents who succeed in reunifying with their children.” 60  Family Fun Day, 
a PAWG project, is ACS’s largest event of the year and is organized as a cel-
ebration for the children and families the agency serves. ACS held the fi rst 
such celebration in Central Park in the early fall of 2005; food was served, 
games and music were played, and only a few speeches were delivered. Th e 
annual events make a small contribution to shifting the culture of ACS 
to a sharper focus on the strengths of families and to a greater emphasis 
on giving parents whose children were in foster care a feeling of greater 
respect from the agency that at times dominated their lives. 

 Mattingly met regularly with the Work Group to learn from the mem-
bers’ experience and to hear their ideas for reform. He says:

  Parents have a lot to say on the periphery of our policies. I don’t think they’ve 

gotten into the heart of things. Th ey are not systems change people. Th ey are 

parents. Th ey know what it’s really like. Th at’s why you bring them in. 61    

 Mattingly also expanded the role parents play in ACS’s work. Previously, 
neither ACS nor probably any other public child welfare agency in the 
country had employed a parent who had been embroiled in the child wel-
fare system. In the fall of 2005 ACS began the unprecedented process of 
hiring such parents. ACS was wary of confronting civil service require-
ments and fearful of resistance from the Social Service Employees Union, 
until it could demonstrate that parents would be eff ective city employees 
and not a threat to the union. As a pilot program that would avoid such 
confl icts, ACS used a grant from the Child Welfare Fund  xvi   to employ three 
parents to work in ACS’s Offi  ce of Advocacy. Th e parents, formally called 
Family Specialists/Parent Advocates, were hired to help parents who were 
having diffi  culties with foster care agencies and to help sensitize ACS staff  
to the perspective of parents. Th ey also spoke to every graduating class 
of new child protective service workers and new ACS lawyers to increase 

  xvi  .   Th e grant was channeled through New Yorker’s for Children (NYFC), ACS’s 
nonprofi t arm that could accept grants from foundations. NYFC was established by 
Commissioner Scoppetta in 1996.  
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their sensitivity to the perspective of parents. If the foundation-funded 
specialists were able to help families and operate eff ectively within ACS’s 
daunting bureaucracy, ACS would hire them as full-time civil service 
employees. 

 Th e 2-year experiment was successful. In the fall of 2007 ACS created 
four civil service lines for Family Specialists, using the preexisting civil 
service title community associate. In January 2008 ACS hired three spe-
cialists who had had children in foster care as city employees, with all 
the benefi ts, rights, and responsibilities of full-time civil servants. It was 
the fi rst time that parents whose children had been in foster care were 
employed by New York City to work with families. 

 Nevertheless, the transition to working in a large city bureaucracy 
on a civil service salary of $30,000 a year was not easy. While working 
on a salary provided by the foundation grant, the specialists continued 
to have Medicaid coverage and to receive other social services and Food 
Stamps. All that stopped when they became city employees. For some, 
their take-home pay decreased when they became city employees. Within 
a year one of them, Wanda Chambers (profi led above), left ACS to work 
as a parent advocate with the Brooklyn Family Defense Project. Th e job 
allowed her to have more contact with families and permitted her to go to 
court as their ally, which ACS did not let her do. Th e Brooklyn job also paid 
more. Th e following year a second Family Specialist left. With the city’s 
hiring freeze and shifting priorities, as of 2011 only one Family Specialist 
was working at ACS. 

 One way Mattingly supported the rights of parents, beyond just listen-
ing to them, celebrating them, or hiring them, was by endorsing the deci-
sion of Bloomberg’s criminal justice coordinator to underwrite improved 
legal representation for parents when ACS was going to remove their 
children from the parents’ custody.  xvii   Previous coordinators had not sup-
ported institutional representation for parents, leaving them at the mercy 
of underpaid, underresourced 18B court-appointed lawyers working out 
of their briefcases without back-up offi  ces, advocates, social workers, or 
investigators. Th e story of how adequate legal representation for parents 
came about is told in Chapter 7. It is one of the most important changes in 
the child welfare system in the past 15 years. 

  xvii  .   Before becoming commissioner, while employed at the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation and serving on the Marisol Special Child Welfare Panel, Mattingly 
actively supported legal representation for parents in New York City by providing 
a grant to create the Center for Family Representation, an institutional provider of 
quality legal representation for parents in Family Court, before city funding was 
available to fund institutional legal representation.  
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 Mattingly considers the Improved Outcomes for Children program, which 
includes the use of Family Team Conferences (FTCs), to be one of the most 
important changes he made in the child welfare environment.  xviii   Th ese case 
conferences are held at key decision points both before and during the time 
a child is in foster care. Th e conferences are held so that parents’ views are 
heard and so that signifi cant decisions are based on input from a variety of 
people who know the family. In the past, these decisions were generally made 
by one social worker with review by a supervisor. In FTCs decisions are made 
with input from the parents of the child, relatives of the child, the child care 
agency, community members (such as from a church group or a settlement 
house), and representatives of ACS. Eight to 10 people are typically involved 
in the decision to place a child, move a child to another foster home, or return 
the child to his or her parents. A signifi cant diff erence from past practice is 
that the parent is present more often and regularly has an ally in the form 
of a parent advocate or community member. In principle, these conferences 
enable the opinions of parents, relatives, and community members to be 
heard, which can infl uence the outcome of the conference.  xix   

 Th is excerpt from an article in  Rise  magazine by Bevanjae Kelley, a par-
ent advocate working with CWOP, illustrates how FTCs work when a force-
ful, trained parent advocate is present.   

 Parents who are facing removal are allowed to bring friends, family and com-

munity members to the conference to talk with child welfare staff  about their 

  xviii  .   Family Team Conferences are part of a larger reform initiative called Improved 
Outcomes for Children (IOC) that began as a pilot project in the fall of 2007. IOC 
represents a fundamental change in the way ACS works with the private child wel-
fare agencies that provide direct services to families. In the pre-IOC model, private 
agencies did the case planning and the day-to-day work with families. Th e public 
agency was the case manager and held the ultimate authority for approving impor-
tant decisions (e.g., case transfers and permanency goal changes). IOC redraws the 
boundaries between public and private sector responsibilities so that the individuals 
who have the most contact with children and families—the provider agencies—have 
the authority to make case decisions. In IOC, these case decisions are made in Family 
Team Conferences. Th e foster care providers liked the IOC approach because it gave 
them increased authority; the public sector union, Social Service Employees Union 
(SSEU), opposed the approach because it reduced the number of public sector jobs and 
diminished the nominal role of public sector employees in case decisions, though they 
mostly had functioned as a rubber stamp for decisions made by foster care agencies.  

  xix  .   Lawyers for the parent are not permitted to be in the Family Team Conference. 
Some argue that the absence of lawyers denies parents their right of legal representation 
in a proceeding that might lead to the removal of their children. Others, including Lauren 
Shapiro, a lawyer who is a strong advocate for parents’ rights, argues that a forceful advo-
cate who knows the child welfare system is the support parents need in a Family Team 
Conference. [Lauren Shapiro, remarks at a meeting of lawyers, advocates, and foundation 
offi  cers supporting the Brooklyn Family Defense Project, November 3, 2010.]  
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family’s strengths and needs. But many parents are overwhelmed. Th ey don’t 

know what to do or say at the meeting. 

 I work for an organization—the Child Welfare Organizing Project (CWOP)—

that provides parents with trained Community Representatives to guide them. 

As a Community Rep, I help parents understand what they can ask for at the 

meeting. I help parents and child welfare staff  work together to fi nd a way to 

keep a child safe without placement in foster care, if possible. 62    

 Th e actual operation of these conferences often diff ers from the principle. When 
the parent’s only ally at the meeting is someone from the community who has 
not been trained as an advocate and whom the family probably doesn’t know, 
“the outcome is often a rubber stamp of a pre-ordained decision to remove the 
child,” according to Chris Gottlieb, a professor at New York University Law 
School who represents parents in Family Court. “Without a strong advocate, 
the conference can be Orwellian, with the government offi  cials claiming that 
those present have reached a ‘consensus’ to remove the child when the par-
ent’s voice has not been meaningfully heard.” 63  When a strong parent advocate 
trained by CWOP is present at a Family Team Conference, the decision tends to 
refl ect the reasonable wishes of the parents, often allowing the child to remain 
with them, with a plan in place to ensure the child’s safety. 

 Th e impact of FTCs is still limited. In conferences involving children 
in foster care, parents are present only half of the time. 64  Th is level of 
involvement, however, is a signifi cant improvement from the 1990s, when 
parents were rarely present when Service Plan Review meetings, the anal-
ogous decision-making forum of that period, were held. 

 FTCs began as a pilot project in the fall of 2007 involving about a third of all 
foster care cases and half of all preventive service cases. In the spring of 2009 
the city received approval from the New York State Offi  ce of Children and 
Family Services to expand the Improved Outcomes for Children Program, 
including Family Team Conferences, to all preventive and foster care cases 
beginning on June 15, 2009. As the process improves, as more parents are 
included in these decision-making conferences, and if enough parent advo-
cates are available to cover all these conferences, parents will have an increas-
ing say in case decisions aff ecting them and their families. At present, only 
a handful of trained parent advocates are available to attend a small propor-
tion of FTCs because of lack of funding and because of concern from agencies 
and ACS that advocates may too aggressively side with parents. 

 According to Mattingly, these conferences, which engage parents and 
their advocates in decision-making processes, have been one of his most 
important reforms in child welfare practice. He believes that the FTCs and 
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the restructured relationship between ACS and the voluntary child wel-
fare agencies, which gives the agencies more independence and authority 
in individual cases, will be the foundation for sustained reform, ending 
the child welfare roller coaster ride. As he said in 2008:

  Remember, we are on a road. I can’t say whether the reforms in child welfare 

will be permanent but we are close to breaking the cycle. But a crisis can start 

up again at any time with the  New York Post  out there. You need 10 years [to 

make a change permanent]. 65    

 *** 

 Th e work of the Child Welfare Fund,  Marisol v. Giuliani , the Special Child 
Welfare Advisory Panel, and the Administration for Children’s Services 
itself promoted and expanded the meaningful participation of parents in 
New York’s child welfare system. Th ey enabled parents to work as advo-
cates in foster care agencies, in preventive service programs, and in law 
fi rms representing parents in Family Court. Th ey laid the foundation for 
parents to organize and to play a role in shaping child welfare policy, par-
ticularly pressing for fewer children to be removed from their families. 
For more than 10 years, from roughly the mid-1990s until the middle of 
the next decade, these forces within the city helped create an environment 
in which parents could organize, make their case loudly, and infl uence 
the direction of the city’s child welfare system. It was an unprecedented 
moment in the struggle to reform child welfare. 

 Several lessons emerge. First, change needs to happen on many fronts. 
Activists can’t be certain at the outset what activities will make a diff erence 
in the short-term and what will take root in the longer term. It is there-
fore important to work for reforms on many fronts—conducting research, 
improving service delivery, pressing for policy reform, carrying out grass-
roots organizing, demonstrating in the street, and fi ling law suits. Th ese 
activities should be undertaken with many diff erent partners both inside 
and outside of the system—activists, academics, administrators, and ser-
vice providers. Since it is often unknown who will be allies and what will 
work, it is important to be experimental, to take risks, and to see what 
strategies gain traction with diff erent parts of the community. 

 For a reform to be successful the entire environment needs to change, 
not just one element. Hiring parent advocates, for example, is not likely 
to succeed or to spread through the system and be successful unless the 
surrounding environment also changes. Often elements in the environ-
ment that must change include staff  attitudes toward parents, resources 
for families that must increase, and caseload levels that must decrease.        
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     CHAPTER 4 

 Parents Find Their Voice: The Child 
Welfare Organizing Project   

   Once the organizations, events, and individuals described in the pre-
vious chapter coalesced to create a more receptive environment for 

parent organizing, the Child Welfare Organizing Project (CWOP) became 
the preeminent group in New York for organizing parents to infl uence 
the child welfare system. CWOP was formed as a partnership between 
mothers whose children had been in foster care and professionals who 
had been struggling to reform child welfare. Th is chapter tells how CWOP 
started, almost collapsed, was a pariah, and then became a partner of the 
Administration for Children’s Services (ACS).  

  ORIGIN OF THE CHILD WELFARE ORGANIZING PROJECT 

 In the early 1990s Terry Mizrahi was a tenured professor in the Hunter 
College School of Social Worker and director of the school’s Education 
Center for Community Organizing. She talked fast and a lot but worked 
slowly and deliberately to create bridges between academia and community 
organizing groups that worked to improve the lives of social work’s clients. 
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She undertook a study supported by the Child Welfare Fund that showed 
that parents in child welfare had few rights, that the rights they had were 
not enforced, and that they had almost no voice in shaping the programs and 
policies that aff ected their lives. For example, the report concluded that “the 
Advisory Board which oversees the CWA  i   programs and plans only includes 
one member who is not affi  liated with a social service or educational insti-
tution . . . . Agencies are not  obligated  to have consumers on advisory boards, 
to obtain their evaluation of services . . . ” 1  [emphasis in original]. 

 She sought to change the situation by, in her words, “creating an organized 
client voice in child welfare.” 2  As an activist herself, she realized that such 
activities would have to be organized by someone from the community, not 
by her. With another grant from the Child Welfare Fund, her fi rst step in 1994 
was to hire a fi ery, seasoned Latina activist, Mabel Paulino, to be the execu-
tive director of the Child Welfare Organizing Project. Paulino lived in cen-
tral Harlem, where the percentage of children removed from their families 
was among the highest in New York City. She had relatives and many friends 
who, from their perspective, had been tormented by child protective services. 
Switching from English to Spanish as her anger rose, she fought landlords, 
government, and just about anyone who crossed her many lines in the sand. 

 Paulino’s fi rst signifi cant event as director of CWOP was a Client 
Summit in 1996 that brought together nearly 200 parents whose children 
were in foster care, youth who were in care, foster parents, and progressive 
social workers and other professionals who were the allies of parents. Th e 
summit took place in the cold institutional cafeteria of Wadleigh Junior 
High School in west Harlem, but the rhetoric was as fi ery as Paulino and 
the energy was as white-hot as the anger of parents who felt abused by 
government. Th e summit energized parents, endorsed a platform for orga-
nizing, and spread the word about CWOP. 

 Paulino brought John Courtney into the ferment she was creating. As a 
white, middle-class, male social worker, he was an unusual partner for an 
activist who was hypersensitive to racism, particularly in child welfare. But 
John had values similar to Paulino’s, had similarly strong criticisms of the 
child welfare system, and hardly anyone knew more about the inside base-
ball details of the child welfare system than he. John had been involved 
in child welfare for 25 years, working his way up through diff erent parts 
of the city’s bureaucracy before eventually becoming director of program 
planning for Special Services for Children (SSC), the city’s child welfare 
agency at the time. In that role, he led SSC’s eff orts to create the Program 

  i  .   Child Welfare Administration, the name of New York City’s child welfare agency 
from 1989 to 1996.  
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Assessment System that would hold foster care agencies accountable.  ii   He 
left SSC in the late 1980s and became associate executive director of Little 
Flower Children’s Services, a large foster care agency with headquarters in 
Brooklyn, a residential facility on Long Island, and foster homes through-
out the city. After half a dozen years at Little Flower he felt frustrated at 
being unable to reform the agency’s antiquated practices. He left Little 
Flower in the mid-1990s to work outside the system as an advocate for 
families. By then he saw the child welfare system as “corrupt,” though he 
meant that more in the spiritual sense than the fi nancial one. 

 Paulino and Courtney, if not kindred spirits, saw the system similarly, as 
fostering cruel mistreatment of poor parents of color. Paulino recruited par-
ents as volunteers. Courtney then trained the parents concerning their rights 
to visit their children while in care. Soon she asked him to be chairman of 
the board of CWOP, which he accepted. Th e board that they assembled con-
sisted of professionals who worked in child welfare and parents who had been 
through the system. Courtney was the stabilizing force in CWOP’s turbulent 
start-up years. His welcoming way of listening and nonconfrontational way of 
talking, the survival skills he had learned in government, his broad connec-
tions throughout the child welfare system, and the almost limitless time he 
devoted to CWOP kept the organization afl oat. 

 At fi rst CWOP’s offi  ce bounced from one location to another, from a space 
in the Inwood section of upper Manhattan to a large industrial building in 
west Harlem that had once housed the early Manhattan Project. New York 
Foundling Hospital rented space in that building during the 1990s and pro-
vided a few rooms free of charge to CWOP.  iii   At a board meeting there in early 
1997, Paulino stunned the board by announcing she was resigning. Her elec-
tric rhetoric and passionate advocacy crashed against the daily requirements 

  ii  .   In 1979 John Courtney had been working in SSC, developing a system to moni-
tor the performance of foster care agencies. In that year I began working in the Offi  ce 
of City Council President Carol Bellamy, developing resolutions for the Board of 
Estimate that would require SSC to monitor foster care agencies and sanction those 
that performed poorly. Although he and I had similar goals, we were on opposite 
sides of the table in the negotiations pressing the mayor’s offi  ce to endorse the reso-
lutions. Th rough that clash, we became close friends, working together for the next 
30 years to reform New York’s child welfare system.  

  iii  .   At the time, New York Foundling, a Catholic foster care agency, had its fi rst lay 
executive director in 150 years, Michael Garber. He was trying to bring the agency’s 
practices into the twentieth century, in small part by including parents in shaping 
the Foundling’s programs. He and his able deputy, Kathy McGlade, allowed CWOP 
to use the offi  ce space in west Harlem free of charge. Garber subsequently resigned 
from New York Foundling after a relatively short and frustrating tenure. Kathy 
McGlade left shortly thereafter, but not before she arranged for CWOP to move into 
other space used for training by New York Foundling in the Lehman Village Housing 
Project on 110th Street in East Harlem. CWOP has occupied that space ever since.  
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of administering an organization. She didn’t want to play what she called the 
“organization game,” fundraising, supervising, and keeping records. By the 
spring she was gone, leaving the fl edgling and fragile CWOP in need of an 
administrator and an organizer. It was a diffi  cult position to fi ll. 

 Th e board found another Latina for the job. But after a few months, 
according to Courtney, “It became painfully clear she was administra-
tively incompetent. She could talk the talk, but she couldn’t do anything. 
She was fi red by the board after roughly six months.” CWOP continued to 
limp along as the board looked for a new executive director. 

 Feeling disheartened about the prospects of fi nding the right person, 
discouraged by the mistake of their previous choice, and having no fund-
ing except a small grant from the Child Welfare Fund, the board discussed 
ending CWOP. Denise Williams, an   African-American woman and an 
expert in nonprofi t organizations who was then co-chair of the board, 
spoke to Courtney at the low point of CWOP. As he recalls the conversa-
tion: “Denise asked, ‘Should we bother? Should we fold up our tent?’ We 
concluded that the system needed CWOP. We decided to hang in and fi nd 
another executive director.” 

 Th e search turned up Mike Arsham, another white, middle-class male 
social worker. At the time, he was working as the head of preventive serv-
ices for the Council of Family and Child Caring Agencies (COFCCA), the 
coordinating and lobbying organization for foster care agencies in New 
York State. COFCCA represented the core of the system that CWOP wanted 
to change. According to Courtney:

  Mike had the administrative experience Mabel [Paulino] lacked, but had com-

mitment, fi re and thought along the same political lines as we did. If we made 

another mistake, CWOP would not continue. We went for a proven adminis-

trator who had connections in the fi eld. 3    

 Hiring a white male to lead an organization of mostly black women and Latinas 
was, of course, controversial. Shortly after Mike joined CWOP several board 
members—both parents and professionals—resigned in protest. Th e board 
was left with Courtney, Williams, Mizrahi, Julia McGuire (a white parent), and 
Jeremy Kohomban (a professional of Sri Lanka and British origin).  iv   Arsham 

  iv  .   Jeremy Kohomban is unique. His mother is a Sephardic Jew and his father is 
a Sri Lankan Buddhist monk who converted to Christianity. At the time, he was a 
senior administrator of St. Christopher’s, a large New York foster care agency. He 
is now president and CEO of Children’s Village, a large foster care agency based in 
Dobbs Ferry, New York. He is one of the most parent-focused, reform-minded, and 
eff ective administrators in the fi eld of child welfare.  
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began working as the executive director of CWOP in November 1998 and 
soon pulled CWOP “back from the brink,” as Courtney says. Arsham brought 
administrative skills he had learned in the trenches at Rheedlen Centers for 
Children and Families, a community-based, multiservice center,  v   organizing 
skills he had learned in the struggle to preserve Family Rehabilitation Services 
for drug-involved parents, and an acute understanding of the power structure 
in child welfare that he had learned from being inside the system at COFCCA. 
He also brought his profound respect for parents and his uncompromising 
spirit to the process of nurturing CWOP back to health. Arsham, the board, a 
few staff  members, and some parent volunteers, who had been both victim-
ized and helped by the child welfare system, set about transforming CWOP 
into one of the most eff ective and uncompromising voices for parents in New 
York City and the nation.  

  HOW CWOP DID IT 

 Arsham, with the help of Courtney, the other board members, and the 
parents who were volunteering for or employed at CWOP, slowly built the 
organization from the shell that he inherited. More parents and profes-
sionals joined the board to expand CWOP’s reach and solidify its direc-
tion. With the help of the Child Welfare Fund, Arsham raised money from 
other risk-taking foundations, such as the Daphne Foundation, New York 
Foundation, and the Ira W. DeCamp Foundation at JPMorgan Bank. 

 Working with Roger Green, a New York State Assemblyman from 
Brooklyn and chair of the Assembly’s committee on children and families 
and the Black and Puerto Rican Legislative Caucus, Arsham and his col-
leagues helped draft language for a New York State Offi  ce of Children and 
Family Services budget appropriation for child welfare parent self-help 
and advisory councils. With the money it received from this appropria-
tion, CWOP hired three parent organizers in July 2001. 4  

 Arsham also arranged for parents to testify at city council hearings 
on the need to expand preventive services, to speak at conferences about 
problems in child welfare, and to present their perspective in social work 
classes to educate the next generation of child welfare professionals. 

 One of CWOP’s fi rst initiatives was to develop a curriculum to train 
parents to be advocates and organizers in child welfare. Th e idea for the 
training originated in discussions among the executive directors of some 

  v  .   Rheedlen became the Harlem Children’s Zone, now directed by Geoff rey 
Canada.  
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agencies that had contracts with ACS. In 1999 six foster care and preventive 
service agencies calling themselves the Bushwick Managed Care Initiative 
(BMCI) operated in the impoverished northern Brooklyn neighborhood of 
Bushwick. Th ey were preparing to respond to a request for proposals (RFP) 
from ACS that sought to induce contractors to be more involved with and 
responsive to the neighborhoods they served. Some of the agencies had 
signifi cant ties to the Bushwick community; others did not. All wanted 
to improve their relationships with families as well as their image. Th ey 
wanted CWOP’s help to connect with families. 

 During the next 6 months, CWOP parents, as well as parents already 
working as advocates in several child welfare agencies, met with execu-
tives from the six foster care and preventive agencies. Th ese discussions 
led to a partnership between CWOP and the agencies that produced 
CWOP’s Parent Leadership Curriculum, a 6-month training program for 
parents with child welfare experience to learn about the child welfare sys-
tem, to learn how to eff ectively advocate for themselves, and to learn how 
to help other parents advocate for themselves. Th e agencies would then 
hire the trained parents to engage and work with their hard-to-reach cli-
ents. Bernadette Blount, one of the trainees, described her experience:

  Th e information I received helped in my case: knowing what I can ask for—

which is anything—what I can do, having that confi dence makes you a little 

more steady! I’m a little less intimidated by “the professional.” BMCI CWOP 

made that happen. By me taking the same courses as the professionals, there 

was less intimidation. We were learning the same things! My public speaking 

was rusty. But being put out there brushed a little of the rust off ! It’s helping 

me learn how to speak more eff ectively to professionals. I have made a friend 

or two. Off ering support, being able to help others that are going through this 

fi re, this terror, as I have, and are continuing, as I write. And to think, this 

experience just may help me get a job—or better yet, a career—making a liv-

ing helping others help themselves. 5    

 Th e development of a training program and the collaboration with fos-
ter and preventive agencies constituted a turning point for CWOP. Th e 
fi rst class of six parent leaders graduated in 2001. Th ree of the graduates 
got full-time jobs as parent advocates; others worked directly with CWOP 
to bring the parent leadership training to CWOP’s new offi  ces in East 
Harlem. 

 A second CWOP initiative was to press the Special Child Welfare 
Advisory Panel to incorporate into its reports and recommendations the 
concerns of parents who had been victimized by the child welfare system. 
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Th e story of that campaign and the panel’s favorable response to CWOP’s 
well-documented complaints about child welfare’s abuse and neglect of 
parents was told in Chapter 3. Among other things, the panel recom-
mended that Scoppetta meet with CWOP so that he could learn directly 
about the problems encountered by parents. One parent had her children 
removed from her custody for lack of adequate housing, which is not legit-
imate grounds to remove a child. Another waited weeks before she knew 
where her children had been placed in foster care. Another had been inves-
tigated multiple times for neglecting her children because of malicious 
reports from a former boyfriend. Th e parents were very critical of ACS. 

 On March 9, 2000, Scoppetta met with Arsham and parents from CWOP 
who forcefully presented their complaints about ACS and the voluntary 
agencies. Mostly the parents talked. After charges and countercharges 
about lack of respect, trust, and collaboration by both ACS and CWOP, 
Scoppetta on June 5, 2000 wrote a letter to Arsham saying that ACS would 
no longer collaborate or communicate with CWOP. “For the present,” he 
wrote, “ACS will pursue the initiatives we have begun with the partners 
we have.” 6  CWOP became a pariah; no one from ACS could talk with any-
one from CWOP. Although CWOP’s mission statement called for it to work 
both “inside and independent of the system,” 7  during Scoppetta’s term at 
ACS, CWOP worked independently of ACS, whose ban on collaborating 
with CWOP remained in eff ect until Bell became commissioner in January 
2002. Bell welcomed CWOP as a partner in the family-focused reforms he 
made. 

 Th e next signifi cant step in CWOP’s work was becoming a partner 
with Bridge Builders in the South Bronx. Bridge Builders was just getting 
started in 2001 as a collaboration of foundations, service providers, and 
members of the Highbridge community. It was a demonstration project 
that hoped to show that people from a community could help their neigh-
bors reduce the incidence of abuse and neglect and the need for foster care 
placement. CWOP became a central partner in the collaborative, both 
training parents from Highbridge to be advocates and then hiring them to 
help struggling parents. 

 Subsequently Bridge Builders began collaborating with ACS. ACS fi rst 
provided data that allowed Bridge Builders to identify the blocks in the 
neighborhood from which most children were placed in foster care. Th is 
permitted Bridge Builders to better target its outreach and services. Under 
Bell, Bridge Builders began working directly with ACS’s Bronx fi eld offi  ce, 
which investigated families and determined if a child should be removed 
from his or her home. Bridge Builders partnered with the Bronx fi eld 
offi  ce both to avert ACS from unnecessarily removing children from their 
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homes but also to report families whose children had to be removed for 
their safety. 

 After several years of increasing collaboration between ACS and Bridge 
Builders, Frances Ayuso, an ACS community liaison, was deployed by ACS 
to be the coordinator of Bridge Builders. Frances’s community organiz-
ing skills, the trust he engendered, and his easy access to ACS’s resources 
linked parents in Highbridge with local service providers and connected 
all of them with ACS. Th is close relationship between ACS and Bridge 
Builders created confl icts in CWOP. Working behind the scenes with ACS 
to avert the removal of children was one thing; telling ACS that families 
might need to have a child removed was another. CWOP had some very 
contentious internal meetings about its relationship with ACS. Some staff  
and board members felt the relationship with ACS was an unholy alliance. 
Others felt ACS was acting in good faith and was trying to change how it 
worked with parents and families. After some board and staff  members 
left CWOP because of misgivings about the arrangement with ACS, the 
relationship between ACS and CWOP continued and grew. 

 Th e next step in CWOP’s growing collaboration with ACS occurred in 2007 
when ACS created and underwrote the Community Partnership Initiative, 
which established collaborations between ACS, service providers, and resi-
dents of 11 high-risk neighborhoods, including Community District #4 in 
the South Bronx where Bridge Builders operated. ACS provided each collab-
orative with $150,000 a year to fi nd more foster homes in its neighborhood, 
increase visiting between parents and their children in foster care, connect 
local preventive service programs with nearby daycare centers, and promote 
community involvement in Family Team Conferences. All of these activities 
were consistent with CWOP’s agenda. After more internal debates, CWOP 
accepted a small part of these ACS funds through Bridge Builders. 

 Th e next step, and perhaps the most signifi cant in CWOP’s collabora-
tion with ACS, was CWOP’s decision in 2007 to participate in all meetings 
in East Harlem that determine whether a child would be placed in foster 
care. In East Harlem (Community District 11), where CWOP’s headquar-
ters are located, ACS signed an extraordinary agreement to have CWOP 
deploy a parent advocate to child safety conferences before any nonemer-
gency child removal takes place in East Harlem. According to the memo-
randum of understanding between ACS and CWOP, “Children’s Services 
will engage CWOP in all CD 11 CSCs [Child Safety Conferences].” 8,   vi   

  vi  .   CWOP’s participation in East Harlem Child Safety Conferences is funded by the 
New York State Offi  ce of Children and Family Services through the Center for Family 
Representation, a law fi rm funded by the city to represent parents in Family Court.  
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CWOP’s role would be to send a parent advocate to the conference to help 
“make the best safety decision for the child through in-home options, if 
such options can fully address the safety concern, or out of home place-
ment, if necessary.” 9   

  WHAT CWOP HAS ACCOMPLISHED 

 As of 2010, CWOP employed 12 staff  members; all but four have been 
embroiled in the child welfare system. Its 16-member board of directors is 
equally divided between professionals and parents. Its annual budget has 
grown to more than $600,000, about 20% of that coming from govern-
ment. Since 2000, when it began courses for parents to become advocates, 
CWOP has trained 120 parents in 13 6-month sessions. Th ese classes are 
now led and taught by parents who have been trained by CWOP. A lawyer 
who teaches about the Family Court and a social worker who teaches the 
history of child welfare in New York City are the only nonparents who do 
training. Half of the parents who have completed the CWOP course are 
now working in roughly 25 New York City child welfare or social service 
agencies helping parents with children in care or with other problems. 
Seventy percent of the parents who were trained by CWOP between 2000 
and 2006 and who had children in foster care when the training began 
were reunited with their kids by the time the course was over. 10  

 Th e outcomes of the Child Safety Conferences in East Harlem to ensure 
that children are not removed from their homes unnecessarily are also 
impressive. Since 2007 CWOP community representatives attended over 
700 Child Safety Conferences. In two-thirds of the cases the child either 
remained with the parent or was placed with a relative. 11  A recent eval-
uation by the National Center on Permanency Planning of CWOP par-
ent advocates’ participation in Child Safety Conferences in East Harlem 
reported that 15.5% more children were remanded to foster care when 
CWOP’s parent advocates were not present (42.9% vs. 58.4%). 12  CWOP’s 
positive outcomes have contributed to it being added to the website of the 
California Evidence-Based Clearinghouse for Child Welfare. 13  

 Th e memorandum of understanding requiring that a CWOP parent 
advocate be involved in all Child Safety Conferences in one district of the 
city and thus involved in all but emergency child removals in East Harlem 
is unprecedented in New York and the nation. Because of parent advocates’ 
ability to help children remain safely at home, ACS is considering having 
trained parent advocates attend Child Safety Conferences throughout the 
city. 14  
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 Perhaps CWOP’s greatest accomplishment has been to diminish the 
demonization of parents who have had child welfare involvement. CWOP 
parents have testifi ed in government hearings, met with reporters to tell 
their stories, lectured regularly in social work and law school classes, and 
spoken on panels to child welfare professionals. People who have met 
these parents, heard them speak, read their stories, or read evaluations 
about their work have slowly begun to see them diff erently. Attitudes 
change very slowly, but parents with a history of having been involved in 
the child welfare system are increasingly seen as individuals with diffi  cult 
lives who can change and have changed, whose ideas can improve child 
welfare practice, whose needs should be met, and whose rights should be 
protected. 

 New York City’s child welfare system has improved dramatically during 
the past 18 years that CWOP has been organizing, speaking, and working 
on behalf of parents. CWOP has made the improvements deeper, broader, 
and probably longer-lasting as a result of its presence and pressure. How 
has CWOP been able to become a thriving organization with expanding 
activities, a solid budget in spite of the fi scal crisis, and increasing infl u-
ence while other grassroots groups are struggling or have fallen by the 
wayside? Four factors seem most salient. 

 First, CWOP trained parents to be leaders. Women (and the few men 
who participate) who are poor, undereducated, and victims of racism 
and domestic violence need to be encouraged and supported to believe in 
themselves and to use their anger in ways that help rather than hobble 
them. Th ey also need to learn the child welfare terrain—the system’s rules 
and functioning—if they want to improve their own circumstances and to 
make broader change. And they need to learn how to bring about change, 
by learning to speak in public, identifying the right people to speak to, and 
having data and people to back them up. 

 When parents fi rst begin to speak about their lives, they are often 
trapped in their own pain, desperately and endlessly telling their story to 
whomever will listen. As isolated individuals, it is very diffi  cult for them 
to get beyond their own experience to understand the patterns and larger 
truths that need to be addressed. CWOP’s training curriculum helps par-
ents make the transition from the personal to the political.  vii   

  vii  .   According to CWOP’s training manual “ . . . the child welfare system is experi-
enced by parents as a vast, mystifying, internally inconsistent maze through which 
they may wander—confused and powerless—for years. Th e Parent Leadership 
Curriculum is a way for parents with child welfare involvement to negotiate that 
maze and to work to change it.” [Child Welfare Organizing Project,  A Parent Leadership 
Curriculum  (New York: Child Welfare Organizing Project, 2006): 3.]  
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 CWOP’s training program has evolved into a 6-month, 10 hours a week 
course for parents who have been involved with the child welfare system. 
It consists of three parts: classroom training to give parents basic commu-
nication skills and knowledge about the child welfare system, experiential 
learning through internships that exposes trainees to experienced parent 
advocates as mentors, and a support group to provide a safe outlet for 
stress and to build camaraderie. CWOP’s training program creates articu-
late, knowledgeable women who are able to harness their anger to become 
eff ective forces for change. Some of these parents now advocate on behalf 
of other parents or sit at policy tables. 

 These parents are paid both while in training and on the job. CWOP 
provides stipends to parents who participate in its training classes, 
$10 an hour for 10 hours a week during its 6-month course. When the 
parents are employed full-time by, for example, a foster care agency, 
they receive a salary, usually about $30,000 a year. When they are vol-
unteers, CWOP requires that when they attended meetings or speak 
in forums in which their advice is sought, they be paid about $10–$15 
an hour, since agency representatives are paid to attend the same 
meetings. 

 Th e second factor that enabled CWOP to fl ourish is its culture of inclu-
sion. It has created a community for child welfare survivors. CWOP 
encourages but does not require parents to participate in a weekly support 
group to deal with the wide range of their strong feelings. As described in 
the CWOP training manual:

  Th e support group is a pressure valve. It is a weekly meeting without an agenda 

in which parents are free to rage, cry, whine, and vent with impunity. Th e group 

is led by parent organizers. Th erefore, the person sitting across the table from 

you is unlikely to say “you shouldn’t act that way,” or “you shouldn’t feel that 

way,” or “that is damaging or counterproductive.” Th ey are more likely to say, 

“I remember when I felt exactly that same way. If you like, I can tell you how 

I lived through it and stayed focused on my goals.” 15    

 Contributing to the culture of inclusion are the facts, previously noted, 
that two-thirds of CWOP staff  members are parents who were involved 
with the child welfare system and that half of CWOP’s board are parents 
who have had children in foster care. In 2006, to strengthen the culture 
of inclusion, Courtney stepped down as chairman of the board. Sharwline 
Nicholson, the named plaintiff  in the successful class action lawsuit 
against the city’s child welfare administration for unlawfully removing 
her children, became chairman of the board. 
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 While these staff  and board structures are important in sustaining the 
atmosphere of inclusion, of equal importance in achieving this atmosphere 
is the culture of the organization. No signifi cant CWOP decision is made 
without the involvement of parents who have been through the child wel-
fare system. All trainings and the support groups are led by such parents. 
Fundraising is still primarily the responsibility of the executive director 
who also develops the long-term plan for CWOP, but parents review and 
vote on the organization’s new programs and long-term direction. 

 A third factor that enabled CWOP to thrive is that it has been able to 
give parents something that for some of them may be even more impor-
tant than having gotten their kids back. According to Arsham:

  Parents come to CWOP because they want to get their kids back, but they get 

more than that. Th ey get a sense of their own value and worth. Th ey say, “I can 

use my own experience to help. I realize my problems are happening to others. 

It makes me feel part of a larger phenomenon, less isolated. I took a horrible 

event in my life and turned it into something positive, into a job that matters, 

that I do well.” CWOP enables parents to fi ght back and not just be a victim. 16    

 Th e fourth factor is that CWOP has changed as the situation has changed. 
Th e board, the parents, the staff , and particularly Arsham at the outset 
were uncompromising in their positions. When government allocated 
more funds for preventive services, CWOP focused on the inadequate qual-
ity of services that were provided. When ACS reported the dramatic decline 
in the number of children in foster care, CWOP cited examples of children 
who did not have to be in care. Although CWOP praised the reformers who 
are leading ACS, it has complained that members of the line staff  have the 
same punitive attitudes as their predecessors decades ago. 

 As CWOP became more secure as an organization, as its parents became 
respected in the fi eld, and as ACS and the foster care agencies became more 
responsive to CWOP’s concerns and demands, CWOP began to collaborate 
with the most progressive of the child welfare agencies and then with ACS. 
CWOP still fi ghts for the same reforms, but it has become fl exible in its 
strategies and formed alliances with former foes. CWOP has shifted from 
having an exclusively outside strategy—agitating, criticizing, demon-
strating on the streets, denouncing ACS, and demanding change—to an 
inside and outside strategy. Arsham sat on Mattingly’s advisory board. As 
noted earlier, CWOP signed the memorandum of understanding with ACS 
that requires, in eff ect, that any time ACS is contemplating the removal 
of an East Harlem child from his or her family it will fi rst call CWOP to 
dispatch a parent advocate to participate in the Child Safety Conference 
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that will decide if removal is necessary. In 2007 ACS began funding CWOP 
through its Community Partnership Initiative to strengthen the role of 
the Highbridge community in child welfare decision making. 

 As ACS and the child welfare system have improved, CWOP has become 
more comfortable with the changes that have come about and has been 
less critical of ACS, at least until recently. But the alliances between ACS 
and CWOP are complicated and are not without pitfalls. Does this shift 
take the edge off  of the reform movement? According to Arsham:

  Th ere is no easy answer. It’s a struggle. We walk a fi ne line between being too 

radical for ACS to work with us and too co-opted for parents to trust us. At 

times we will be co-opted. Th e only thing worse than having ACS as an enemy 

is having ACS as a friend. 17    

 In CWOP’s continuing drive to have the organization refl ect its constitu-
ency, in the summer of 2012 Mike Arsham decided to step down as execu-
tive director after 14 years. He will likely remain until the spring of 2013 
by which time a replacement will probably be found. Th e two would over-
lap for several months for a smooth transition. 

 Th e following stories of three people at the heart of CWOP give a more 
robust view of the organization, its culture, and its accomplishments. 
Th ey are Arsham, CWOP’s executive director for the past 14 years; Tracey 
Carter, a parent advocate working with Bridge Builders in the South Bronx; 
and Sharwline Nicholson, chair of CWOP’s board of directors for 5 years 
until 2011 and the named plaintiff  in the historic and successful  Nicholson 
v. Scoppetta  suit against ACS.  

  MIKE ARSHAM’S STORY 

  Mike Arsham has a master’s degree in social work from the University of 
Pennsylvania and has worked in child welfare for 30 years. He spent the fi rst 
part of his career helping children who were in residential care, providing services 
to families so their children would not have go into care, and trying to improve 
child welfare policies. In 1998, when the Child Welfare Organizing Project was 
on the verge of collapse, he became its executive director. He helped turn CWOP 
into the most eff ective grassroots organization of child welfare parents in the 
city or the country.  

 Arsham is the grandson on his father’s side of Jewish immigrants who 
left Russia, according to their grandson, “one step ahead of the Czar.” 
Grandpa Jacob Arsham began with a pushcart on the teeming Lower East 
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Side of New York City and eventually created a trimmings business that 
some of the time did a little better than break even. “It was both a beau-
tiful and a terrible legacy,” says Mike Arsham. “I grew up with the value 
of hard work, lack of self-pity, and grateful to be alive. My dad grew up 
poor but didn’t see himself that way. He worked all the time, mostly in the 
security division of Paramount pictures, checking if theater owners were 
cheating on their receipts. It wasn’t a glamorous position. 

 “My dad never went to college but was a frustrated social worker. He 
did it naturally. His close friend who came on family outings was bipolar. 
Someone else was developmentally disabled. His heart went out to the 
underdog because he was an underdog himself. He wore thick bottle-bottom 
glasses and was legally blind. He was picked on a lot and couldn’t stand a 
bully or abuse of power. Th at’s where I got a lot of my values. 

 “My father told me, ‘It’s a lie that anyone can grow up to be President. 
You’ll have to work harder and be better. Th ere was an eff ort to wipe us 
off  the face of the earth.’ As a result of growing up that way, there are 
Jewish people of my generation who know what it is to be the target of 
discrimination.” 

 Arsham matriculated at New York University’s University Heights 
(Bronx) campus in the 1970s and lived in the dorm there for 2 years. When 
NYU closed that campus he transferred to the State University at Buff alo 
because he didn’t want to return to lower Manhattan. 

 To pay his college expenses, he took a job at a residential treatment cen-
ter in Buff alo, the Conners Children’s Center, a unit of the Erie County 
foster care system. “It was small, with fewer than 30 kids in four cottages,” 
Arsham says. “Th ey were warm and home-like. It was not an awful place, 
but the kids had disturbing case histories. One boy, when he was 4 years 
old, watched his father stab his mother to death. Th e father was in jail, and 
there were very few options for the kid. He had night terrors and violent 
tantrums. Another kid when he was 7 burned down two houses. Th ese fi res 
were not accidents; he spread accelerants. Th ey were well thought out, so 
the houses would burn to the ground. One 7-year-old boy, whose mother 
was psychotic and obsessed with feeding him, weighed 250 pounds.” 

 “When I graduated college at 21, I was aimless and rootless. Being with 
these kids was a transformative experience for me. Having them look up 
to me came as a wakeup call. I realized I needed to start being a role model. 
I liked helping those kids and being part of a family for them. I stayed at 
Conners for 3 years and moved up to be a counselor in charge of a cottage. 
But I saw there was a real limit to how far I could go with only a B.A. Some 
people I worked with then are still there 30 years later, doing the same 
thing. For them it was a job they could hold on to in a dying city.” 
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 In 1978, at age 24, Arsham was homesick. He had broken up with his 
girlfriend and was sick of the bitter cold Buff alo weather. He moved back 
to New York City and tried to fi nd similar work. He knew Frank Modica, 
head of Hamilton-Madison House, a settlement house on Manhattan’s 
Lower East Side. Modica called Emory Brooks on Arsham’s behalf. Brooks 
worked at Hawthorne Cedar Knolls, a residential treatment center in 
Westchester County, just north of New York City. Th e program served 
diffi  cult-to-handle adolescents. Concerned about safety at the school, 
Brooks asked about Arsham, “How big is he?” Although he is not big, 
Arsham got the job. 

 “Hawthorne is not as benign a place as Conners was,” Arsham says. “At 
16 to 21 years old, they’re not really kids. Th e ratio of staff  to residents 
was horrible. It was a tough job. Some kids were in foster care, some were 
from the mental health system, and some were from juvenile justice. Th ese 
were the most diffi  cult kids from the most diffi  cult neighborhoods, with 
all of them confi ned together. You were expected to keep a lid on it, to run 
a quiet cottage, to keep to a bare minimum the number of runaways, the 
number of rapes and assaults on staff . Th ey didn’t really care how you did 
it. I did it by befriending the kids who everyone else was terrifi ed of. Not 
in a sleazy way, but by showing mutual respect.” 

 “At Hawthorne there were more kids who caused me to ask myself: Why 
were they there? Why didn’t someone intervene earlier? I met parents who 
were involved with their kids’ lives. Why weren’t parents given supports in 
the community? Why did it have to come to this?” 

 Frustrated that Hawthorne wasn’t more eff ective in its treatment of 
kids and eager to improve his professional credentials, Arsham applied 
to 15 schools of social work. He went to the University of Pennsylvania 
because it gave him the biggest scholarship. At Penn Arsham met a social 
work professor, Louis Carter, a former U.S. Marines sergeant and the 
son of a black sharecropper, who became his mentor. “He had a profound 
impact on me,” Arsham says. “He taught me how racism works. He had run 
a juvenile lock up facility and had kids from it talk to the students in our 
class. He said, ‘Th ey are your teachers today. Learn from them.’ ” 

 In 1981 Arsham returned to New York City and interviewed for a job 
with John Courtney, who was working at Special Services for Children, the 
city’s child welfare agency. Courtney was hiring staff  to work on the city’s 
newly developed monitoring system, mandated by the Board of Estimate, 
to assess the performance of voluntary agencies with whom the city con-
tracted to provide foster care services. Arsham told Courtney about the 
poor treatment the young men at Hawthorne Cedar Knolls received, say-
ing that agencies like that needed more public scrutiny. Courtney asked, 
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“What did you do to improve the situation while you were there?” Arsham 
didn’t have a very good answer. He didn’t get the job. 

 Shortly thereafter Arsham interviewed for a job at a drug treatment 
program in Chinatown that was providing in-depth, long-term individual 
psychotherapy to heroin addicts and other drug users. Arsham bridled, 
saying, “Th ese clients are not sick. Th ey’re oppressed.” He did not get that 
job either. 

 He eventually went to work for the innovative, larger-than-life Richard 
Murphy at the Rheedlen Foundation, a small, struggling preventive ser-
vice agency that was part of the new class of programs focused on keeping 
children out of foster care. Murphy had big plans—in 1990 he became New 
York City Commissioner of Youth Services under Mayor David Dinkins—
and saw Arsham as someone who could help Rheedlen grow. 

 Arsham became the director of Rheedlen’s satellite program at PS 207 
on 117th Street in Harlem. Although he was called the director, he was 
Rheedlen’s only staff  person at the school. His job was to help families who 
were having problems that aff ected their children’s school performance or 
who put their children at risk of being placed into foster care. 

 Under Arsham’s skilled and caring social work with families and Murphy’s 
seasoned and well-connected fundraising, the program expanded. Arsham 
was promoted to intake coordinator for the entire agency, the fi rst point 
of contact for hundreds of young people and their families receiving serv-
ices from Rheedlen. “It was an intense position, serving people who were 
in a crisis,” Arsham says. “I began to experience vicarious trauma.” He 
also became frustrated at having to deal with the bureaucratic strains 
of a rapidly expanding agency in which he and other staff  members were 
pulled from their primary responsibilities to raise funds for expansion. To 
reduce his growing confl ict with people in other branches of the agency, 
he became the head of Rheedlen Place, a self-contained preventive service 
program in Hell’s Kitchen in Manhattan. He stayed in that position for 
7 years. Arsham says, “Th rough that position, I learned the nuts and bolts 
of managing, supervising, fi nding and nurturing good staff  and compen-
sating for the talent that wasn’t there. Some years we provided good pre-
ventive services, some years we didn’t.” 

 In 1994 he left Rheedlen, he says, “because preventive services is a diffi  -
cult fi eld. I was tired of being in the trenches. You are constantly defending 
the ground you stand on. You have to justify why overwhelmed families 
deserve the help they get. I wanted to have a broader view. I wanted to see 
who was passing the laws, so I wouldn’t be a perpetual victim of them.” 

 Arsham went to work for the Council of Family and Child Caring 
Agencies (COFCCA), the statewide association of voluntary foster care and 
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preventive service providers that lobbies for the interests of service pro-
viders. “I saw COFCCA as a way to have the broader view and the infl uence 
that I wanted,” Arsham says. “After working there as head of preventive 
services, I saw that the foster care agencies were more concerned about 
their bottom lines than with preventing children from coming into foster 
care. I saw some prominent agency directors play both sides of the fence 
shamelessly.” 

 Arsham stayed at COFCCA for 5 years. “I learned how budgets are made,” 
he says. “I learned about the self-interest that professional groups have. I 
learned about the deep political connections of 150-year-old child wel-
fare institutions and how entrenched those special interests have become. 
I learned why preventive services get short shrift since they bring in so 
much less money per child than foster care brings in to the big agencies. I 
learned about the crazy ambivalence these agencies have: Do they want to 
help these families or punish them?” 

 Arsham was able to use his position at COFCCA, with the protection 
of its honorable but shackled executive director, Fred Brancato, to lead 
a successful campaign to preserve Family Rehabilitation Programs 
(FRP). Those programs were set up during the crack epidemic in the 
late 1980s to help recovering black and Latino mothers. In October 
1994 Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, who believed that the poor are respon-
sible for their problems and should solve them by themselves, pro-
posed eliminating all the FRP programs. The mothers who were served 
by those programs mobilized to preserve them. Mike, who was able 
to get COFCCA to support their efforts, was at the center of a coali-
tion consisting of agencies that provided the services, the mothers 
and families that were helped by the programs, advocacy groups, and 
COFCCA. Arsham says: “The Family Rehabilitation Programs use a 
group approach, and at its best the moms take ownership of the pro-
gram. It is a program for poor people, but to them it is all they have. 
It is their Betty Ford Clinic. It is their only hope for keeping their kids 
and for getting clean. The mothers said, ‘Without these programs, we 
have no future and our kids have no future.’ ” 

 “Everyone but the mayor was for the FRP. We held rallies and fi lled City 
Hall Park. We had a letter-writing campaign, a petition drive and met with 
members of the City Council. Th e FRP was a parent-professional model, 
and the campaign to preserve the programs was a parent-professional 
coalition. Th at campaign was a big part of what drove me to the Child 
Welfare Organizing Project.” 

 Th e coalition won a mixed but important victory. When the city budget 
was passed in June 1995, the FRP programs were saved, but their capacity 
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was cut in half. “Fortunately there was enough of the program left for it to 
become a core, ongoing child welfare service,” Arsham says. 

 “Th e campaign to preserve the FRP programs was a bruising experi-
ence, especially without the full backing of my employers. After we won, 
I felt tired, burned out, and didn’t know what to do next.” At about that 
time the Child Welfare Organizing Project was getting off  the ground, led 
by the magnetic, fi ery organizer Mabel Paulino. “Feeling burned out in 
Mabel’s presence was not an option. And she knew how to bring people 
into her orbit.” 

 Arsham had met Paulino at Hunter College, at a focus group of child 
welfare-involved parents, professionals, and policy makers. “I had just 
seen the overwhelming power of parents organizing themselves in the FRP 
campaign,” Arsham says. “At the meeting with Mabel, I saw the potential 
of CWOP, an organization of angry parents wanting to change the child 
welfare system. I was very invested in CWOP from the moment I saw it. It 
was revolutionary, the missing link in child welfare reform.” 

 Arsham brought Paulino to meetings of the COFCCA preventive service 
agencies and to meetings with Shirley Whitney, who oversaw preventive 
services at the city’s child welfare agency. “I gave Mabel access to the peo-
ple I had access to,” he says. “We at COFCCA had opinions on everything, 
but we never talked with kids or parents to fi nd out what they thought. 
When people at COFCCA did hear what parents had to say, most didn’t like 
what they heard.” 

 Arsham helped connect CWOP and Paulino to the mainstream child wel-
fare groups. After Paulino resigned and CWOP was struggling, he off ered 
to help solve CWOP’s problems. When CWOP was adrift after Paulino’s 
replacement was fi red, he continued to off er his help, but he had no desire 
to become CWOP’s executive director. “Th e job was kind of thrust upon 
me,” he says. “I thought I was inappropriate for it.” 

 Nevertheless Arsham took the job, helping to create a culture of inclu-
sion so that parents and Mike himself would feel part of something larger 
than themselves. “My role and ideas come from the people around me. I’m 
always forced to think about what would Bernie or Teresa or Shawrline 
think about this or that. I’m surrounded by people who are infl exible in a 
good way. We found each other.” 

 And so white, middle-class Mike Arsham became the executive direc-
tor of an agency serving and led by poor black and Latino women who 
had experienced the trauma of having their children taken from them. He 
has forged their experiences, their skills, and their righteous anger into a 
powerful force that has pushed the city’s child welfare system to change 
more in the past 15 years than at any other time in recent history. He has 
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helped to create an environment in CWOP that allowed parents and him 
to become their best selves. It is likely that in the future CWOP will have 
an executive director who more closely resembles its constituents. It is 
hard to imagine, though, anyone else who could have brought CWOP back 
from the brink and into the mainstream.  

  TRACEY CARTER’S STORY  VIII   

  Th e deaths of Tracey Carter’s parents plunged her middle-class life into drug 
addiction, homelessness, and the loss of her children to foster care and adoption. 
After several drug treatment programs were unsuccessful, she and her husband 
became sober in 2002. She has remained clean ever since. Her two youngest 
children returned to her from foster care later that year. Since then she has been 
trained as a parent advocate and now works with CWOP helping other parents 
to become sober and reunite with their children.  

 Tracey Carter is an attractive, middle-aged, hardworking mom. She 
wears jeans, small gold hoops in her ears, and a bright blue slicker with 
 Bridge Builders  in large white letters on the back. To look at her, you would 
not imagine that six of her 11 children have been in foster care, fi ve other 
children were adopted, and she spent 13 years on the streets smoking 
crack. 

 Today Carter is a parent organizer, working in the storefront offi  ce of 
Bridge Builders on Ogden Avenue and 164th Street in the Highbridge 
section of the Bronx. She helps parents who are struggling to come back 
“from the other side,” as she describes her former life. 

 Marjorie, a young African-American woman, walked into the storefront 
looking for Carter. Her son, who had 3 months left to fi nish high school, 
had been killed a few weeks before in Boston. He’d moved there to escape 
the streets of the South Bronx. Marjorie was still grieving, and she knew 
that talking to Carter would bring her comfort. 

 One of Carter’s proudest moments as a parent organizer for Bridge 
Builders involved helping Marjorie. At 11:00 p.m. one evening, when 
Carter was asleep at home, Marjorie called. Although Carter gives out her 
home phone number to each of her clients in case the client has an emer-
gency, a call this late was unusual. Marjorie was about to relapse into drug 
use. Carter spent 2 hours on the phone with her. “I let her vent,” Carter 
says. “Th e next day she enrolled in Success Counseling, a drug treatment 
program that is part of Bridge Builders. She graduated and is still clean.” 

  viii  .   I interviewed Tracey in January 2007 and again in December 2011.  
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 Working with parents like Marjorie is part of Carter’s job as a par-
ent organizer for CWOP, which is working with Bridge Builders, a 
community-service program in the South Bronx. CWOP employs parents 
from the neighborhood to reduce abuse and neglect and help families keep 
their children out of foster care. Another aspect of her job is co-leading a 
weekly support group for parents who have lost their children to foster 
care. “Sometimes I have to contain myself when parents talk about their 
lives,” Carter says. “I want to cry remembering my life and hearing about 
the same things they are going through.” 

 Along with her colleagues at CWOP, Carter has also worked to change 
child welfare policy. Th e goal is to ensure that the system helps rather 
than punishes parents. In one campaign, CWOP pressed the New York 
City Council to write and pass legislation to create a parent advisory board 
to the city’s Administration for Children’s Services (ACS). Th e board would 
advise the ACS commissioner on policy and promote the education and 
employment of parents as peer advocates in the system. Parents and con-
sumers in other social service areas—mental health and developmental 
disabilities, to cite two examples—participate in advisory and advocacy 
councils. 18  Why not in child welfare? 

 On December 9, 2004, the general welfare committee of the city council 
held a public hearing on Intro 492, legislation promoted by CWOP and 
introduced by council member Tracy Boyland. Th e legislation would create 
a 14-member parent advisory board for the ACS commissioner. Th e hear-
ing took place in the august council chamber, whose towering walls are 
covered with large portraits of city fathers. Almost 200 people attended 
and dozens spoke. ACS commissioner John Mattingly was the fi rst to tes-
tify. Although he was an ally of parents who have become embroiled in the 
child welfare system, he cautioned that the bill was not necessary because 
ACS already had a means for parents to have their voices heard. New York 
State assemblyman Roger Green, also an ally of parents, spoke passion-
ately in favor of the bill. Four black and Latino mothers from CWOP tes-
tifi ed about their painful experiences in the child welfare system and 
argued for the bill’s passage. 

 Carter came to the hearing but didn’t speak. “It was the most surprising 
experience for me,” she says. “I had never been at City Hall, and now I was 
inside and we had a voice. Th e city council people were actually listening 
to what the parents had to say.” It took months of negotiating between 
CWOP and ACS before an agreement was reached that resulted in the bill’s 
being passed unanimously in December 2005 and signed by the mayor. 

 Carter did speak several months later at a conference of 300 social work-
ers from diff erent child welfare agencies who meet regularly in support of 
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the Family Rehabilitation Programs for drug-addicted parents. She speaks 
powerfully about the dangers of drugs, the pain of losing children to fos-
ter care, and the child welfare system’s abuse of parents’ rights. “Talking 
about myself, I had people crying and laughing,” Carter says. “One of the 
ironies was that staff  from Child Development Support Corporation, the 
agency that had my children in foster care, were at the presentation. Th ey 
were very proud of me speaking, even though I gave them a hard time 
when my kids were in care.” 

 Th e story of how six of Tracey’s 11 children ended up in foster care, fi ve 
others were adopted, and how she extricated herself from a life of crack 
and homelessness is painful and inspiring. 

 Tracey was a quiet child, the 12th of 13 children. “I grew up in a house 
that my parents owned in St. Albans, Queens. My mother was a teacher’s 
aide at PS 36, and my father drove an 18-wheeler. I grew up in a nice, lov-
ing home. We went to Calvary Baptist Church on Sundays where my dad 
was a deacon. Th ere was always something to eat, clothes on my back. We 
went on picnics and trips to Palisades Park, Bear Mountain, on the Circle 
Line. Once in a while we went to my grandfather’s farm in Rice, Virginia. 
I didn’t want for nothing as a child.” 

 In 1972, when Tracey was 10, her mother died from cancer. Two weeks 
later, her father “died of a broken heart,” she says. Her father’s mother moved 
into the house and took care of Tracey and her nonadult siblings. When rais-
ing grandchildren became too diffi  cult for her grandmother, Tracey moved 
to Far Rockaway, Queens, to live with her oldest sister, Marilyn. 

 At 19, she hooked up with James Smith, who was twice her age. She 
moved in with him in South Jamaica, Queens, became pregnant quickly, 
had a miscarriage, and became pregnant again with her fi rst child, Gary. 
Ten and a half months later, she gave birth to her second child, James. 
Th ey had two other children, Jennifer and Geneen. 

 “We were living on welfare, and things started going downhill with me 
and James. Slowly but surely James started disappearing. He left us liv-
ing in an abandoned house that the police had raided and destroyed. We 
stayed there a couple of months. We had no heat, and we were running 
wires from outside, tapping electricity from the street.” 

 Tracey moved in with her older sister Jean. She began hanging out on 
weekends with her younger sister Kim, who introduced her to freebasing 
(smoking crack). “Weekends of using became week days and started turn-
ing to months,” Tracey says. Tracey took to the streets and gave her food 
stamp and welfare cards to her sister so her kids could eat. 

 On the streets, Carter met Joshua, a construction worker who got high 
on crack with her. Th eir child, Carter’s fi fth, was born the next year with 
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cocaine in her blood. ACS took the child, Pamela, directly from the hospi-
tal and placed her in foster care. Jean pulled Pamela out of foster care and 
adopted her and Tracey’s other four children. Jean then moved with all 
the kids to Virginia Beach, Virginia. 

 Tracey and Josh had two more children together: David and Nicole. Like 
Pamela, they were taken directly from the hospital and placed in foster 
care. Tracey’s parental rights to David and Nicole were terminated; they 
were adopted by their foster mother. 

 In 1993, Carter enrolled in a drug treatment program. Not only had 
she lost custody of seven children, but she was being physically abused by 
Josh. “He broke my ribs,” she says. “He made me do unthinkable things to 
him. But I stayed because it was a roof over my head.” A neighbor helped 
her get into Phoenix House, a residential drug program. While at Phoenix 
House from February to September 1993, Carter met her husband-to-be, 
Th eodore, whom she calls T. Soon after they both graduated from the pro-
gram, on November 17, 1993, they were married at City Hall. “Just the 
two of us,” Carter says. “Some others who were getting married were our 
witnesses. We’ve been together ever since.” 

 Soon she was pregnant, and she and T moved into a shelter in East New York, 
Brooklyn, for pregnant women and their husbands. Th at shelter didn’t accom-
modate children, so when Jason was born in June 1994, the family moved to 
a shelter in Brownsville, Brooklyn. Th ough Carter had relapsed and Jason was 
born with cocaine in his blood, the social worker let the infant go home with 
Carter since she was in an outpatient drug program at Daytop Village. Th e 
family stayed in the Brownsville shelter for a few more months before moving 
into a subsidized three-bedroom apartment in East New York. 

 Carter’s relapses continued. T had also relapsed and they began using 
crack together. “We smoked up welfare, buying less food and smoking 
more,” Carter says. She stopped going to her aftercare program at Daytop, 
and offi  cials there called protective services. ACS went to court and gained 
custody of Jason. “I left court with an empty stroller.” 

 Carter became pregnant again. Her baby, Anton, received no prena-
tal care since Carter was smoking crack every day. She went into labor 
at home on Christmas Eve 1994. “Th e fi re department came, and he was 
coming out,” Carter says. “It was the fi rst time I had seen a child born.” 
Anton went straight into the system from the hospital. 

 Carter never stopped using and lost the apartment, though she and T 
saw the kids. “Th e foster mother was nice. She took baby pictures, so I 
could see them. Visiting them was an off  and on thing because my drug 
habit became worse. We wound up on the street, sleeping on trains. It was 
a mess. But I never sold drugs.” 
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 Carter and T got another apartment, this time in the Bronx. Th ey were 
panhandling, holding doors, holding cups, getting enough to get by. “I 
had two miscarriages during that time because I was smoking real heavy,” 
Carter says. 

 Th en she got pregnant again, with her 10th child, a girl named Tahjai. 
According to Carter, one day she and T simply stopped smoking crack so 
T could have the daughter he always wanted and she could bring the baby 
home from the hospital. For 6 months she was clean. 

 But a few months after Tahjai was born, Carter relapsed. T did the same 
as soon as he found out that she was using. Th ey lived in the Bronx and 
panhandled on 6th Avenue and 9th Street, right near the Path Train in 
Manhattan, Carter says. Th ey lived on Field Place and 183rd Street in the 
Bronx while they were panhandling in Manhattan. Carter became preg-
nant once more, and again she and T stopped using crack because they 
wanted to keep the child. But Carter relapsed in 2000, the day Tyrek was 
born. Staff  members at St. Barnabas Hospital, where the baby was born, 
called ACS, and Tyrek was placed in foster care. 

 “A couple of days later, July 3rd, I never will forget it, we were planning 
to take Tahjai the next day to see the Macy’s fi reworks for the fourth of 
July,” Carter says. A worker from the Bronx fi eld offi  ce of ACS came to 
Tracey’s and T’s apartment at midnight with two policemen to remove 
17-month-old Tahjai. “Th is one slipped through the cracks,” Carter remem-
bers the social worker saying. 

 “It took me a long time to let go of her,” Carter says. “Th e ACS worker was 
getting impatient, and she started pulling Tahjai out of my arms, so we had 
a tug of war. One of the police offi  cers was sympathetic and said to the pro-
tective service worker, ‘She’s very emotional now, give her time.’ But she just 
saw me as an unfi t mother. I fi nally let Tahjai go, and they walked out the 
door.” Carter broke down, crying and screaming. It would take her a month 
to fi nd out where her two children were in foster care and to see them. 

 Sabrina, a neighbor who Tracey trusted, heard her screams and came 
over to her apartment. She urged Carter to get help for her drug use and 
arranged for her to get into the Neighborhood Youth and Family Services 
program for mothers using drugs. Carter stayed in the program for 18 
months, graduating in April 2002. She says she has been clean ever since. 

 A Family Court judge decided that after Carter’s graduation from the 
drug program her youngest two children could come home from foster 
care on a trial discharge. But the Child Development Support Corporation 
(CDSC), the foster care agency that had custody of the two children, 
refused to discharge them to Carter and her husband because they were 
living with T’s sister on the Lower East Side of Manhattan in an apartment 
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that CDSC felt was inadequate. Carter and T, desperately wanting to be 
with their children, left his sister’s apartment. Th at meant they would be 
defi ned as homeless and, they thought, be eligible for an apartment that 
was large enough for their four-member family. “We had Mother’s Day at 
T’s sister’s house with the kids,” Carter says. “Th e next weekend we left 
for the city’s Emergency Assistance Unit [EAU].” Th e EAU found that they 
qualifi ed for homeless housing. However, they were victims of one of pov-
erty’s Catch-22s. A homeless person is eligible only for an apartment large 
enough to house the people who are with him or her upon arrival at the 
shelter. Since the children weren’t with Carter and T, Homeless Services 
would provide an apartment large enough for just two people. 

 Instead, after living in a series of shelters, Carter and T were sent to the 
Park View Hotel at 110th Street and Lenox Avenue in Manhattan, which 
didn’t allow children. As a result, Tracey and T could not have overnight 
or weekend visits with their kids. Th ey were limited to daytime visits on 
Saturday. Th ey picked the kids up at the agency in Brooklyn, came back to 
Manhattan, and brought them back to Brooklyn by 6:00 p.m. Th is back 
and forth to Brooklyn with no overnight visits went on from April until 
September. “I started to get frustrated, not to the point that I wanted to 
use again, but I was depressed because I wanted my kids home. Th e kids 
had a good foster mother. Th ey still call her Grandma and they still talk to 
her on the phone, but we wanted to be together as a family.” 

 After the judge’s decision in 2002, Carter learned about Jessica Marcus 
at South Brooklyn Legal Services. When Carter arrived in Jessica’s offi  ce 
in September 2002, her large case fi le was on Jessica’s desk. “I was very 
impressed,” Carter says. 

 Housing was the only barrier to reuniting Carter and T with their chil-
dren. Th ey completed the drug treatment program, were both clean, and 
T had a part-time job. Th e lack of housing was not a reason to keep chil-
dren in foster care. Early in October, Carter and Marcus appeared before 
a referee who said Carter and T’s children could come home. “It was the 
happiest day of my life. If it wasn’t for Jessica, I might still be fi ghting for 
my kids to come home,” Carter says. 

 Th e next day Carter and T picked up 3-year-old Tahjai and 2-year-old 
Tyrek from the foster care agency in Brooklyn. “We were four people and 
the kids had so many things stuff ed into plastic bags that we had to take 
two cabs from Brooklyn back to the EAU to add the kids to our case,” 
Carter says. Th ey took them to Brooklyn HELP I,  ix   in East New York. 

  ix  .   HELP I is a Tier II shelter. It is a nonprofi t agency that provides apartments in a 
building that provides on-site social services such as daycare and job training.  
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“As soon as we got there, I knew this wasn’t going to work. People were 
getting high, smoking weed, drinking. My daughter got bit in the face by 
a roach that shut her eye. I was scared to death because she had just come 
home.” 

 Th e next day Carter told her social worker that they wanted to be trans-
ferred to another apartment. “Th is wasn’t a safe environment,” she says. 
“Th e social worker said it was on us. If we leave, we’ll be marked AWOL.” 
But she decided to chance it and called her brother who took them back to 
the EAU. After spending a couple of days there with the kids, they were 
sent to a scatter-site apartment  x   on Ocean Avenue in Brooklyn. “Th e place 
was a dump. Th e bathroom ceiling had collapsed and was inside the bath-
tub. Th ey gave us dirty sheets that another family left behind. So we ended 
up sleeping in our clothes. My daughter started crying. I was crying. My 
husband went downstairs and called the social worker at the EAU. She 
came and inspected the apartment and apologized and sent us back to the 
EAU. Th at night we were back on the train, back to the EAU to start all 
over again. Th ey were frustrated with us. Th ey said we can’t keep turning 
down places.” 

 Carter called Jessica and explained what had been going on since the 
kids had come home. She made some calls and 2 days later the EAU found 
them an apartment on Walton Avenue in the Highbridge section of the 
Bronx. It was a fi fth fl oor walk-up with two bedrooms. “Okay, I said. Now 
I can see we’re home.” 

 Th ings then settled down. After living on Walton Avenue for 3 years 
Carter, T, and their two children Tahjai and Tyrek moved to a New York 
City Housing Authority (NYCHA) three bedroom apartment where they 
now live. Tyrek and Tahjai were in school, and T got a job with the parks 
department. Tracey fi nally had a little free time and called Marcus at 
South Brooklyn Legal Services to see if she could help her get a job. Marcus 
told her about CWOP, whose offi  ce in Highbridge was near where Carter 
lived. Carter started going to a CWOP support group and then enrolled in 
CWOP’s 6-month training program for parent advocates. She graduated 
in June 2004. 

 “When my kids were in the system, I didn’t know my rights,” Carter 
says. “I wish I had known them back then. Hearing the stories of other 
parents I realized I’m not the only one who went through hard times try-
ing to get my kids out. Some of the parents had it worse than I did. Th eir 
kids didn’t have to be placed into the system.” 

  x  .   Rental apartments in diff erent locations administered by a nonprofi t agency 
that also provides tenants with an array of supportive services.  
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 One month after Carter graduated from training, she was hired by 
CWOP as a parent advocate to work with Bridge Builders. After a year of 
working with families, going to case conferences and court with parents, 
training ACS staff , leading a parent support group, and speaking at con-
ferences, Tracey became the parent trainer in the CWOP class. And so the 
little ripples in Carter’s life that were set in motion by dogged and skilled 
legal work and by nurturing and informed training have started to cause 
ripples of their own. 

 But Carter’s life is challenging. T fell off  a scaff old at his job and can’t 
work because of his injuries. Tracey had a scare with cancer but at the 
moment her health is okay. Tyrek is in a special education program in 
a public school. When he is disruptive in school, which is often, the 
school calls Carter to get him, threatening Tyrek’s suspension or a call 
to ACS for educational neglect if she doesn’t. As the person respon-
sible for the family’s children, Tracey has to drop everything to get 
him, undermining her dependability for Bridge Builders and CWOP. 
Nevertheless, according to Arsham, “Her great smarts and great cour-
age make it worth it for us.” 

 However, the funding for Bridge Builders has been continuously reduced 
over the last few years, so that she is now the only parent advocate in 
the Storefront where once there were eight. She works 17.5 hours a week, 
spread out over 5 days, but receives no benefi ts and often puts in many 
unpaid hours sitting in court or visiting parents in their homes. “Saturday 
is my day with my kids, and Sunday I try to get some rest.”  

  SHARWLINE NICHOLSON’S STORY 

  Sharwline Nicholson was an immigrant from Jamaica. When her enraged boy-
friend beat her in front of her daughter, her two children were placed in foster 
care. She was the named plaintiff  in the class action lawsuit against what she felt 
was the illegal removal of her children and won. She became a national leader in 
the movements for child welfare reform and for the rights of domestic violence 
survivors. In 2002 she joined the board of directors of Child Welfare Organizing 
Project and became its chairperson in 2006. She has worked as a supervisor at 
Home Depot since 1999.  

 Sharwline Nicholson grew up in the town of Ocho Rios on the island of 
Jamaica with her father and his large extended family. When Sharwline 
was two, her mother moved to North Plainfi eld, NewJersey. “When you 
are in a third world country, you are always looking for something bet-
ter,” Nicholson explains without referring to the possibility that the 
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relationship between her mother and father might have contributed to 
the mother’s decision to leave Jamaica. 

 “My dad worked as a taxi driver. My aunt was a domestic worker, and my 
grandfather had a small farm where we had goats and exported tomatoes, 
pineapples and oranges. We could aff ord to live a decent life,” Nicholson 
says. 

 When Sharwline was almost 12 she went to an all-girls boarding high 
school in the countryside where she developed many of her personal skills. 
She was an organizer of the Extravaganza Fair to raise money for the 
school, was Key Club President, and led a magazine group. “I’ve been an 
organizer from early on.” 

 When she graduated from high school, her father wanted her to go to 
college, but she wanted to experience work. She found a job that quickly 
became tedious and went to the United States to live with her mother 
within 2 years of fi nishing high school. “Living with my mother was hor-
rible,” she says. “I believe in signs. She did not grow me, we did not grow 
up together. I had my own personality, and we weren’t on the same page. I 
moved out in 6 months. I got a job taking care of children and then taking 
care of the elderly. I did that for 5 years, but that was not me.” 

 While living in New Jersey, Nicholson met Kendell. “He was a no good 
guy. He wasn’t physically abusive in any way, but he wasn’t the best char-
acter. He was in and out of jail. I wouldn’t choose him again.” Th ey were 
together for 3 years, and had a son named Kendell. 

 Eventually she left Kendell the father and moved with Kendell the son 
to Flatbush in Brooklyn, where she says almost all Jamaican immigrants 
live. “I had it rough then. I was on public assistance for 3 or 4 years while I 
took care of Kendell.” During that time she met Claude, another man who 
could never keep a job. With Claude she had a second child, Destinee. 

 “After you have a child you start thinking you have potential and you 
want to do something more,” Nicholson says. “I wanted to get off  public 
assistance. I had Destinee in March 1998 and enrolled in Mercy College. 
I fi nished one semester in December. Th e next month, January 1999, the 
new semester was going to start when the drama with child welfare began. 
I had to quit school.” 

 Before Nicholson gave birth to Destinee, Claude went to South Carolina 
to fi nd work, returning every month or so to see Nicholson and the new 
baby. While living apart, both Claude and Nicholson heard through their 
respective grapevines that the other was seeing someone else. Claude 
returned to New York City in January 1999. Destinee was in the bedroom; 
Kendell was in school. Claude confronted Nicholson with the story he had 
heard about her and another man. He became enraged when she would 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

04_Tobis_Ch 04.indd   10704_Tobis_Ch 04.indd   107 2/13/2013   9:36:12 PM2/13/2013   9:36:12 PM



[108] From Pariahs to Partners

not deny his accusations. For the fi rst time in their relationship he hit her. 
“He started throwing things,” Nicholson says. “I was blocking things with 
my arm and ended up with a broken arm. I was on the fl oor. He kicked me. 
My ribs were broken, and my head was injured. He was a crazy man. I was 
screaming, which scared him. He ran out the door, and I called 911.” 

 Neighbors also called the police who came quickly. Nicholson left her 
daughter with a trusted neighbor with whom she had previously exchanged 
babysitting. Th e neighbor also agreed to take care of Kendell when he 
came home from school. Th e police took Nicholson to the emergency room 
at Kings County Hospital. She stayed overnight because the doctors feared 
that she might have internal bleeding, which turned out not to be the case. 
“ACS called me in the hospital the next morning,” Nicholson says. “Th ey 
said, ‘If you want to see your kids, you have to come to court.’ Th ey didn’t 
tell me anything. It was very confusing.” 

 ACS charged that Nicholson had “engaged in domestic violence” and 
petitioned Family Court to place the children in foster care. Although 
Nicholson had given ACS the name of a cousin in New Jersey who would 
take her children, ACS placed her children with strangers in a foster home 
that was part of the New York Foundling Hospital system. She did not see 
her children for several weeks. 

 According to Nicholson, “Th e foster care placement was horrible. My 
son had a black eye. My daughter, who was 9 months old, had fi ngernails 
that were longer than mine. Her face had scratches caused by the long 
nails. She had a cold with mucus crusted on her face. You just wonder, 
‘What happened here?’ You’re just lost.” 

 When she appeared in Family Court in February, the case was adjourned 
because she did not have a lawyer to represent her. She was assigned a 
court-appointed attorney who represented her at her next hearing. 
Th e judge ordered the children returned to her, but ACS and New York 
Foundling took another 3 weeks to return the children. Th ey said she 
could not go back to living in her Brooklyn apartment because Claude 
might return. She found a suitable place with a relative, but once she did, 
Foundling had other requirements, like demanding that she prove that 
she had adequate home furnishings such as sheets for the children’s beds. 
And so it went for 3 weeks. 

 After her children were returned to her, Nicholson was nervous about 
ACS’s continued and, from her perspective, unfair involvement in her life. 
She took the children to New Jersey where she was when ACS made unan-
nounced visits to her Brooklyn apartment. ACS said they needed to see the 
children. Frightened that she might lose her children again, she sent them 
to her family in Jamaica. ACS issued a warrant for Nicholson’s arrest. She 
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was apprehended when she went to the post offi  ce. She was assigned a dif-
ferent court-appointed lawyer. Th e judge said she had 2 weeks to return 
the children to ACS. 

 During this time, Nicholson began studying the law. She had no kids, 
and had time. She went to Victims’ Rights Services, to Criminal Court, 
and to Family Court. She went to the law library to learn about Article 10 
of the Family Court Act that governs abuse and neglect proceedings. She 
got a list of lawyers from her neighbor and by chance selected the law fi rm 
of Lansner and Kubitschek from the list. “I paid $25 for a consultation. It 
was the best $25 I ever spent.” 

 She contacted Sanctuary for Families, an agency that serves victims of 
domestic violence. “I used all the services that Sanctuary had to off er,” 
she says. She started therapy, went back into school, and in August 1999 
got herself a job at Home Depot. She began as a cashier and now works as 
a supervisor for contracted services. She’s been there for 13 years. “I love 
Home Depot. Th ey let me start anew.” 

 Jill Zuccardy at Sanctuary for Families joined forces with Lansner and 
Kubitschek to bring a federal lawsuit in January 2001 against the city and 
state of New York with Nicholson as the lead plaintiff . Th e suit alleged 
that ACS removed children from their mothers’ custody without the court 
orders required by ACS’s own regulations merely because of the mothers’ 
“failure to protect” their children when the mothers were being battered. 
Th is, the suit charged, violated both mothers’ and children’s rights. 19  

 After a 2-month trial that included 44 witnesses, including Nicholson, 
nine other mothers in similar situations, and numerous experts, District 
Court Judge Jack Weinstein issued his landmark decision on March 11, 
2002. In his 188 page decision, he found, among other things, that ACS 
often alleged neglect by mothers simply because the mothers were bat-
tered and that ACS had removed children unnecessarily. He cited ACS’s 
violation of the Ninth, Th irteenth, and Fourteenth Amendments of the 
U.S. Constitution, comparing the mothers’ “stigmatization and loss of 
control to slavery.” 20  

 Th e child welfare system changed as a result of Weinstein’s ruling. 
Zuccardy, who fi led the suit, wrote that “Th e most important change is 
that ACS can’t, as a matter of policy, remove children from victims of 
domestic violence solely because they’re victims.  xi   Obviously that doesn’t 

  xi  .   Professor Martin Guggenheim argues that the most important outcome of the 
lawsuit is that Judge Weinstein ordered compensation for 18B attorneys represent-
ing parents to be raised to $90 an hour for both in and out of court work. His rul-
ing could never have been enforced, but it was the catalyst for the New York State 
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mean that it never happens. Some caseworkers make threats of removal 
inappropriately, now it’s the exception and it’s against the law.” 21  

 Th e leadership of CWOP heard about the Nicholson lawsuit and 
attended the court proceedings. Th ey invited Nicholson to speak at a 
CWOP meeting. About 50 people attended. “Each of us was taken with 
the other,” according to Arsham. Nicholson felt she was really needed 
at CWOP, and when she was asked to join CWOP’s board of directors in 
2002, she agreed. After 4 years on the board, she became chairperson 
when John Courtney stepped down so that a person with child welfare 
experience could fi ll the role. 

 In 2011, after serving for 9 years on CWOP’s board, most of them as 
chairperson, she left the board. “I love CWOP and the work they do,” 
Sharwline says. “But I spent a long time there. If I stayed, I would not be 
giving it my all. At some point you realize you have to let go. It was time 
for me to do something else.” 

 Her son, Kendell, is getting ready for college; he’s already been accepted 
at two CUNY schools, though neither is his fi rst choice. Her daughter, 
Destinee, is doing well in junior high and is applying for a scholarship to 
go to a boarding school. As Sharwline says, “I am the mother eagle with my 
two little eagles. I fl ew down a little to get my babies on top.” 

 Sharwline continues to work as a supervisor at Home Depot and attends 
college at night in hope of becoming a social worker. Child welfare is begin-
ning to be in her past. She hasn’t spoken to audiences across the country 
about her case or about child welfare in almost 2 years. Every 3 months, 
though, she is a presenter in a training session for organizations that work 
with survivors of domestic violence. Domestic Violence 101 is what she 
calls her section of the course. “I am reexamining my life now. My pas-
sion is with CWOP and what it does. I want to advocate for families and 
children and empower young girls. But I want to go back to school to be 
equipped.” Sharwline is a few credits away from completing a bachelor’s 
degree, is thinking about completing college in 2012, and is considering a 
master’s degree after that. ACS has not been in her life, nor has the man 
who beat her. Have there been any big problems in her life in the past few 
years? “Only money issues. I’m sure there have been other big problems 
but I can’t think of any now.” 

 *** 

legislature to raise the compensation for 18B attorneys and eventually for the city 
to create institutional representation for parents in family court. How this ruling by 
Judge Weinstein transformed parent representation in family court is recounted in 
detail by Professor Guggenheim in Chapter 7.  

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

04_Tobis_Ch 04.indd   11004_Tobis_Ch 04.indd   110 2/13/2013   9:36:12 PM2/13/2013   9:36:12 PM



PA R E N T S F I N D T H E I R VO I C E :  T H E C H I L D W E L FA R E O R G A N I Z I N G PR O J E C T [ 111]

 Th e story of CWOP is larger than the stories of Arsham, Carter, or 
Nicholson. Th e organization and the movement it spawned were built by 
dozens of parent who are trained as advocates and leaders and who work 
tirelessly to be reunited with their children. Some now work to help oth-
ers; other parents have moved on in their lives after working at CWOP. 
Th ey include parents like the following:

 Teresa Bachiller  has worked with CWOP since 2002 when she was a 
member of the fi rst training class at the East Harlem headquarters. Th e 
city’s child welfare system has been a presence in her family’s life for four 
generations. It has been in her life from the time she was a defi ant teenager 
and was placed by the city’s child welfare agency into a group care facility. 
“I felt there should have been a better solution, but my feelings were not 
respected or valued,” Bachiller says. Later, after she became a parent and 
her oldest child became a defi ant teenager and ran away to a godparent’s 
home, all of her children, including her 6-year old daughter, were removed 
by ACS. “I was devastated. Why had no one talked to me before making 
such a life-altering call? Why had ACS taken my children with so little 
explanation or proof? Eventually ACS conceded that the allegations were 
false and returned my children, but permanent emotional damage had 
been done to my family . . . . Later, my grandson was taken away from my 
adult daughter. I was able to gain custody, but I could not become a kinship 
foster parent due to my own history with ACS, even though the allega-
tions that began that history were false.” 22  

 Bachiller now leads CWOP’s leadership training programs and support 
groups, and has testifi ed at city council hearings. She lives in East Harlem 
as she has her entire life. 

 When  Carlos Boyet  was in his mid-teens, he and his estranged girl-
friend, Jasmine, had a son named Jeremy. Th ree years later, when a court 
contacted Boyet to pay child support, he denied that he was Jeremy’s 
father. “I had all the reactions of a deadbeat father in those days,” he says. 
When an ACS caseworker subsequently contacted him to say that Jasmine 
was using drugs and that Jeremy had been put in foster care, Carlos took 
custody of his son. In the 4 years Jeremy had been in foster care, he had 
been in nine diff erent homes, due in large part to behavioral problems var-
iously identifi ed as cerebral palsy, learning disabilities, attention defi cit 
disorder, mental illness, and autism. 

 While in his father’s care, Jeremy was placed in several unsatisfactory 
schools for children with learning disabilities. “I got pissed off  and took 
him out of school,” Boyet says. Upon learning from Jeremy’s school that 
the boy wasn’t attending classes, ACS tried to have him removed from 
his father’s custody. At about that time, Boyet ran into India Echevarria, 
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whom he knew slightly from his Bronx neighborhood. Th e meeting would 
change his life. India was working as a family support worker at Bridge 
Builders, a collaborative in which CWOP participated. 

 At Echevarria’s suggestion, Boyet enrolled in a parenting class off ered by 
Highbridge Community Life Center and participated in a fathers’ support 
group run by CWOP. Eventually he took CWOP’s 6-month training pro-
gram and was later hired by CWOP to lead the fathers’ support group and 
to work as a community organizer. His dedication to his son, his leadership 
skills, and his cooperative manner led him to become co-chair of Bridge 
Builders’ steering committee that guided the community collaborative. 

 But his son’s problems became overwhelming. While Carlos and Jeremy 
were visiting relatives in Pennsylvania, Jeremy was arrested. Carlos at 
fi rst took a leave of absence from Bridge Builders and CWOP, but then left 
his life in the Bronx to take care of his son and to begin again. 

  Carmen Caban  was abused as a child. She is now a 46-year-old grand-
mother and parent advocate, trained by CWOP and employed by it. She 
attends Child Safety Conferences as an ally of parents who might have 
their children placed in foster care. Her four children were removed from 
her custody. Th e state terminated her parental rights to her two youngest 
children more than 15 years ago because of her drug addiction. After they 
were put in care, she successfully completed drug treatment and parenting 
and anger management classes that were obligatory if she ever wanted to 
regain custody of her kids. Today three of her four children live with her, 
and the fourth visits, though their relationship continues to be stormy. In 
2012 because of budget cuts, CWOP had to eliminate all of its community 
representatives. Carmen was among the fi ve who were let go, though two 
were rehired. She is out of work, planning to get married, and is involved 
in her church. 

  Julia McGuire’s  depression led her to voluntarily place her three chil-
dren in foster care. She then couldn’t get them back until they were old 
enough to leave foster care on their own. While they were in care she 
traveled every other week from her apartment in the Roberto Clemente 
Houses in the Bronx, by bus, subway, commuter rail, and cab to St. Mary’s, 
a foster care agency in the suburban Long Island town of Syosset, and back 
for most of 10 years to visit her children. All are now adults and living 
at home with her. After serving on CWOP’s board of directors for many 
years, she now works in a school cafeteria and is taking college classes to 
become a teacher’s aide. 

 Th ese are some of the heroines and heroes who have created and sus-
tain CWOP. Th ey have helped transform how ACS and foster care agencies 
treat parents and how parents see themselves. Th e changes they helped 
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bring about in the city’s child welfare system were not made by themselves 
alone. Th ey had allies in high places, most importantly ACS commission-
ers Bell and Mattingly, who listened to their complaints, encouraged their 
activities, and eventually funded their work. Bell and Mattingly brought 
parents and CWOP into child welfare’s mainstream after parents had 
pushed their way through the door. As previously noted, the parents had 
other allies as well—lawyers, social workers, foundation offi  cers, academ-
ics, and the progressive leadership of several foster care agencies. Th ey also 
had allies in other grassroots parent organizations that added strength to 
the parents’ movement. In a moment we turn to the story of four of those 
grassroots groups, but fi rst, three lessons have been learned from CWOP’s 
experience. 

 First, social movements thrive when participants feel part of something 
larger than themselves. Th ey come to recognize that their personal prob-
lems are shaped in large part by forces beyond their individual control. 
Th ey can see that those forces can be infl uenced by the mutual aid, com-
passion, and collective action from their movement, “collective effi  cacy,” 
as described by Harvard sociologist Felton Earls. 23  In the process, people 
develop a sense of their own self-worth and a sense of a shared identity 
that can energize and sustain them. CWOP, and the parents’ movement, 
created that shared identity. 

 Second, in CWOP’s case, organization trumped philosophy. Initially, 
CWOP’s fi ery leadership had the right beliefs and a winning program, but 
lacked the ability to administer the organization or to carry out a suc-
cessful campaign to reform child welfare. CWOP thrived when it found 
an individual with the organizational skills to carry its platform forward. 
Certainly philosophy is important, but without an organization to imple-
ment the mission, the eff orts are likely to founder. 

 And third, whether one chooses an inside strategy—collaborating with 
the establishment—or an outside strategy—agitating from the streets or 
bringing a lawsuit in the courts—the key to success is power. Without 
power, either an inside or an outside strategy will falter. Power comes 
from diff erent sources—money, information, people, and connections. 
Before choosing whether to collaborate or to agitate, it is wise to build and 
assess your strength in each of those areas.        
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     CHAPTER 5 

 Other New York City Parent-Led 
Grassroots Organizations   

   The parents who had become embroiled in the child welfare system 
and their allies did not rely solely on the Child Welfare Organizing 

Project (CWOP) to shape child welfare programs and infl uence policy. 
Once a more welcoming environment for parent participation was created 
in the 1990s, other grassroots organizations sprouted. Some of them were 
led by parents; others were launched by professionals in partnership with 
parents. 

 Th ese groups reached the peak of their organizational strength and 
infl uence on the child welfare system around the middle of the fi rst decade 
of the twenty-fi rst century. In their heyday they were highly active both 
outside and inside the child welfare system. Outside they fi led law suits 
against the New York City Administration for Children’s Services (ACS), 
organized street demonstrations of survivors of domestic violence and 
victims of the bureaucracy and foster care agencies, conducted research 
on Family Court, published the writings of child welfare-involved parents, 
testifi ed at city council hearings; spoke regularly at forums on child wel-
fare policy and practices and to classes of law and social work, appeared on 
television and radio, and were interviewed for newspaper articles. Inside 
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they advised the ASC commissioner, worked as parent mentors in preven-
tive service and foster care programs, and coached parents in case confer-
ences. Th e organizations’ work enabled parents and their allies to play an 
unprecedented role in shaping the child welfare system. 

 Many of these activities continue today, but by the end of 2010 the 
strength of several of these other organizations had diminished, which 
was a refl ection in part of the inherent diffi  culty of organizing child wel-
fare parents but, more important, the less supportive environment exac-
erbated by the fi scal crisis that began in 2008. 

 Th is chapter profi les four organizations that represent the range of 
parent-led groups that began between the mid-1990s and 2005. As of now, 
three had survived and one had folded. But even the ones that survived 
were struggling, though they continued to play a role in the movement to 
reform New York’s child welfare system.  Rise,  a publication written by and 
for parents who have encountered the child welfare system, was created in 
2005. It reconfi gured itself and was able to survive and even grow, expand-
ing its infl uence. Bridge Builders began in 2002 as a collaboration of foun-
dations, service providers, and South Bronx residents, including parents 
with child welfare involvement. By 2011 the program was administered 
by the community but struggled to survive with a budget half as large 
as it was when Bridge Builders started. Th e Voices of Women Organizing 
Project (VOW), created in 2000, organizes survivors of domestic violence 
for self-help and to reform child welfare and the Family Court. When its 
founding director left, VOW stumbled but was again providing self-help 
to survivors and trying to have an infl uence by collaborating with ACS 
and working to reform Family Court. People United for Children (PUC) 
was created in the early 1990s by one of the parents whose son was falsely 
accused, convicted, and jailed in the Central Park Jogger case (details of 
that case appear below). Th e organization soon shifted its focus to child 
welfare as a pathway to the juvenile justice system. PUC folded in 2009 
because of lack of funding and organizational depth.  

   RISE  MAGAZINE 

 Four women sit around a table in a small room at CWOP’s offi  ce in the 
Lehman Housing Project on 110th street in East Harlem. Th e walls of the 
room are covered with posters about Puerto Rico, a photo of Mississippi 
civil rights leader Fannie Lou Hammer, recent news articles about fos-
ter care, and poems by parents. Th e sound and sight of a Metro North 
train, passing on the adjacent elevated railway, periodically punctuate the 
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conversation. Before the women begin to write they talk back and forth 
about their lives. “My daughter Nelly said she couldn’t depend on me,” 
Youshell says. “I used to get angry when she said things like that, but I real-
ize she’s got feelings behind those words.” Pamela talked about her daugh-
ter Nadairee, who was adopted at birth by Pamela’s sister. Eight months 
ago, when Nadairee was 17, she was killed at a party in the Bronx. “It broke 
my heart that I never told her that I loved her or that I was fi nally clean,” 
Pamela says. Slowly, seamlessly Nora McCarthy, the writing teacher for 
the group, starts to comment on the stories the women have written at 
home and brought in to discuss with her and the other parents. 

 Th ese women are writers for  Rise,  a magazine, according to its mast-
head, “by and for parents who have been involved with the New York City 
child welfare system.” Its mission is to help parents advocate for them-
selves and their children.” 1  Th e magazine began in 2005 as an eight-page 
newsletter with a circulation of 2,000. By 2011 it had become a 12-page 
magazine, published three times a year, with a circulation of 14,000. It is 
read by parents, child welfare professionals, and policy makers through-
out the country. Th e  Los Angeles Times  ran a feature article profi ling several 
of the parents whose stories appeared in  Rise.  2  About half of the subscrib-
ers are in New York City (ACS buys 3,300 copies of each issue) and half 
are distributed in other states. Most of the readers of the print version 
of  Rise  are parents who have been embroiled in the child welfare system. 
 Rise  also publishes an online edition (www.risemagazine.org) in English 
and in Spanish with new stories posted monthly. Fifteen hundred people 
visit the  Rise  website each month, and 1,000 people, mostly child welfare 
professionals, receive articles by email every month. 

 Th e driving force behind  Rise  is Nora McCarthy, a journalist with a gift for 
getting people to feel comfortable enough to tell their painful stories. She had 
been working at  Represent  magazine, a New York City publication written by 
youth in foster care, and had been running a workshop to produce stories by 
parents with children in foster care for  Represent . In 2005 she created  Rise , as a 
project nested in Youth Communication, which publishes  Represent , but after 
a year  Rise  became an independent publication with child welfare-involved 
parents and professionals on both the editorial board and the governing 
board. Youth Communication became its fi scal sponsor in 2008. Nothing like 
 Rise  exists elsewhere in the United States, except perhaps small newsletters 
published by a foster care agency or local parent organization that periodi-
cally tells the story of a parent’s struggles. Such articles are usually written by 
a social service professional. 

 Each issue of  Rise  focuses on a diff erent aspect of child welfare such as 
staying connected with your kids, addiction and recovery, how families 
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reunite, and how parents have changed the system. Most of the articles 
are written by parents. One or two articles in each issue are interviews 
conducted by parents of a professional providing legal advice, social work 
guidance, or information about a resource that might be useful to a parent 
with a child in foster care. 

  Rise’s  strength is the process by which each article is written. McCarthy 
meets with each group of parent-writers in an offi  ce familiar to the women 
or where they are living—at CWOP, Voices of Women, the Center for 
Family Life, Bedford Hills Correctional Facility, or Sing Sing Correctional 
Facility. Th e mothers and fathers write their stories during 12 weekly ses-
sions. As Nora describes the process  i  :

  Th ey are a distrustful group, and I don’t have clear overlaps with them. I’m 

white and I never had a child in foster care. I’m clear that they are the experts, 

but that I do know how to help them write a painful and diffi  cult story. I give 

a lot of feedback on their drafts. I ask a ton of questions, perhaps 100 for a 

very short piece, especially at the beginning. I provide empathy and support, 

and I show them what their strengths are as writers and as people. Th ey feel 

appreciated.   

 Writing their stories profoundly aff ects the writers as well as other par-
ents who read the stories. According to Youshell Williams, who has writ-
ten several articles for  Rise,  “Nora came to the CWOP parent training I was 
taking. I didn’t want to write at all. But she’s pushy. You can’t hide from 
Nora. She has these x-ray eyes.” 3  

 According to Bevanjae Kelley, a writer for  Rise:    

 Nora came weekly to tell us about writing and to encourage us to write our sto-

ries. At fi rst I was a little resistant. I didn’t know how to start my story. Once 

I was encouraged, it took me a little long, but I got my story out. 

 Even though I had told my story many times in support groups, writing my 

story enabled me to think more about my experiences, and it made me feel a 

sense of relief. My whole initial thought of how everything went down with 

me was that I felt that I failed as a mother to my own child, my daughter. My 

daughter was sexually assaulted when she was a teenager, and it changed her 

life. When she had children, she was unable to care for them and I became 

the custodial parent to my grandchildren, my daughter’s children. Th rough my 

  i  .   Th e quotes in this section are from interviews with Nora McCarthy by the author 
on January 29, 2009 and March 7, 2011.  
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writing, I realized I wasn’t really at fault. When I saw my story published, I felt 

good. I felt that maybe someone wouldn’t have the exact story that I had, but 

maybe they had a similar story and my story could help them. Also, it would 

help someone else understand me. 4    

 McCarthy says, “Writing has been a way for parents to build a narrative of 
their lives.” In the workshops for fi rst-time writers, parents begin slowly 
and fearfully, leaving out the rich details of their lives and the underly-
ing reasons that explain their paths. After weeks of talking, writing, lis-
tening, and hearing McCarthy’s respectful but honest questions, parents 
gradually feel comfortable enough to write the vivid, painful details of 
their stories, and to begin to feel proud of who they are, what they’ve come 
through, and what they’ve written. Often one parent, at times two, in a 
writing group is unable to fi nish her story. Th e stories of those who fi nish 
are moving, fi rst-person accounts of the lives of people who are coming 
back “from the other side”: homeless, addicted, battered by their partners, 
or abused by the system. Many have neglected their children. A few have 
abused their children. Almost all have had their children removed from 
their custody; some had their children taken from them unnecessarily or 
illegally. Th ey have been investigated and demonized and are struggling 
to change their lives. 

 When other parents who are struggling with the child welfare sys-
tem read the stories, they are moved by their honesty and feel inspired. 
Jennifer Wade, a social worker with ACS, incorporated stories from  Rise  
magazine into parenting classes she teaches to women imprisoned on 
Riker’s Island, the site of New York City jails, on charges related to drugs 
or domestic violence. She writes:

  When the mothers fi rst came to the class, they acted negatively. Th ey’d say, “I have to 

do this because the judge said so.” Many of them didn’t want to be there. At graduation, 

they were all crying and saying how great it was and how they felt listened to and cared 

about. Th e stories are complex but written on a simple, basic level. Th e biggest impact 

of the  Rise  stories was that they gave the mothers a sense of hope.   

 Professionals who read the stories are also aff ected. Some agencies—
family support programs, foster care agencies, drug treatment programs, 
legal services providers, ACS’s Satterwhite Training Academy—use the 
stories to train their staff  and foster parents. According to McCarthy:

  Some workers just read the stories. Th e stories give them background and help 

them see parents in a more empathetic light. Th ey already feel sympathy for 
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the kids, but the kids in foster care will grow to be parents for whom the work-

ers have no sympathy. Th e stories also create empathy.   

 Th e following excerpts from articles in  Rise  show the range of the par-
ents’ stories, the diffi  culties of their lives, and the changes they have 
made. 

 Erica Harrigan describes her depression and need for help: 5    

 When I found out I was expecting, I didn’t feel like I was mentally ready to care 

for a baby. I had just aged out of foster care and was only beginning to learn 

how to handle life without the system. I also have a mood disorder and I was-

n’t taking my medication on a regular basis. I’d seen stories on the news about 

mentally ill mothers harming their children and I was afraid that I might end 

up on the news too. 

 My boyfriend, Michael, and I both grew up in foster care. We hoped to give 

our baby all the things we longed for—a stable home and a loving mother and 

father to guide her and help her with whatever she might need. So during my 

pregnancy, I took many steps to set up a safe home for our child. I got a refer-

ral to speak with a therapist who is experienced in supporting mothers. She 

talked with me about how to build the connection between mother and child. 

She said that breastfeeding is the best way to bond. I thought, “She is crazy!” 

I thought breastfeeding was gross until I learned that breast milk is the best 

milk for a baby. I also started attending parenting classes and support groups 

for fi rst-time mothers. I learned mother-to-be tools, like how to bathe a baby, 

create bedtime routines and set feeding times. I was glad to be armed with the 

knowledge. 

 As I hit the sixth month of my pregnancy, I began to catch overwhelming ups 

and downs. I tend to melt down when things don’t go as planned. At those 

times, I walked myself to the pysch ER. I was losing my mind slowly. After 

about fi ve hospital visits in a month, the doctors suggested I seek more treat-

ment. I talked it over with the hospital’s social worker, and she suggested I 

sign up for day treatment. I had my doubts, but I agreed to take a 3-day trial. 

I found out that I felt safe and secure there. In the morning I had 45 minutes 

of counseling with a therapist I came to adore, and after that I had groups. I 

learned more about coping when things don’t go my way. Usually I don’t stick 

with treatment because I don’t think it will work, or I fi nd it overwhelming. My 

therapists are mostly interns and I get a new one just as I begin to trust the one 

I had. But this time, I found that my treatment program felt like a family and 

I love to be in a family setting. 
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 When my baby girl, Emmanuella, came into this world, I loved her from holding 

her the very fi rst time. Th at day, Emma made me feel like the happiest person on 

this earth. Still, the fi rst few weeks after we came home from the hospital, I felt 

distant and overwhelmed. I was afraid of the tasks of motherhood. Bathing Emma 

was scary to me, and I was confused about what size diaper to put on her and how 

often to change her. I didn’t want to hold her because I feared I’d drop her. But I 

soon learned what the therapist meant by bonding with the baby through breast-

feeding. Our special connection gave me a good feeling. 

 Now that Emma is 7 months old, I’ve learned that so much about motherhood 

can’t be taught, but I’m glad I did so much work to get myself set up to be a 

mother. It’s been challenging for me to care for a baby that needs so much love 

and attention from me. Many times I feel I need mothering because I didn’t 

have much love or attention growing up. But I’ve been dealing with it by talk-

ing with my therapist. I’ve found that the more I show love and attention to 

my baby, the more I feel loved. I worry that if I slip up, Children’s Services will 

come knocking at my door. But I also feel more confi dent that Emma won’t end 

up growing up like me, habitually feeling starved for attention. I am slowly 

becoming the kind of mother I longed for.   

 Rosita Pagan describes how writing for  Rise  aff ected her: 6    

 Writing for  Rise  has given me an opportunity to let go of those angry feelings 

I felt over the years, and having my stories published gave me a great feeling. 

I felt proud of myself. I accomplished something positive by writing for  Rise , 

something I didn’t even know I was capable of—writing for a magazine that 

can make a diff erence in people’s lives. 

 Answering the questions was the most diffi  cult part for me. My fi rst few sto-

ries, especially, were about painful experiences in my life and my children’s 

lives. Having to put it on paper made me relive it again, at least in my mind. 

My advice to the new writers for  Rise  is be honest with yourself and give hon-

est answers. It will help you overcome those feelings that you have bottled 

inside. Remember, parents are probably out there facing the same experiences 

that you once faced and overcame, and are probably afraid of telling anyone. 

By writing for  Rise  you could be giving those parents the strength to carry on 

just like you did.   

 Latoya Baskerville is a parent who participated in a parent/foster parent 
workshop that became the basis for a guide book for parents and foster 
parents to work together: 7    
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 In fall 2008,  Rise  held a writing workshop for parents and foster parents to 

write about their experiences with each other. Th e workshop was a wonderful 

experience for me. I met other parents whose children were in the child wel-

fare system. One parent actually reunited with her children during our work-

shop! I also met foster and adoptive parents who were sweet as can be. 

 We would write and talk for hours. Mainly talk, because we all enjoyed writ-

ing, so we would come in with our writing ready to show the editor, Nora. Keep 

in mind, Nora loved our writing, not our talking. So we would sneak and talk 

when she wasn’t looking and then laugh like schoolchildren. It was a fun-fi lled 

adventure. 

 Our confl icts and diff erences of opinion were not obvious in the beginning but 

became evident the more we met with each other. Once we had already estab-

lished trust and respect, it was safe to disagree with one another. Sometimes 

our diff erences of opinion took up our sessions, but we all felt safe and we always 

came back. We even invited each other to events outside the workshop. 

 We hope and pray that our writing will enlighten other parents and foster 

parents and encourage them to work together for the most important people, 

children in foster care. We also hope child welfare professionals will use our 

writing for education and training. Th e stories can help us rethink our beliefs 

and consider new ways to connect.   

 *** 

  Rise  is still a fragile organization whose budget is only $100,000 a year. 
McCarthy has adopted her second child from Ethiopia and continues to 
work part-time as she has since  Rise  began. But the staff  has expanded to 
include journalist and social worker Rachel Blustain and writer Piazadora 
Footman, and has a strong and helpful governing board composed of lead-
ers in the fi eld who are professionals or parent writers. For the moment, 
 Rise  is a beacon in New York’s child welfare system whose light reaches 
across the country.  

  BRIDGE BUILDERS 

 Highbridge is a South Bronx community literally in the western shadow 
of Yankee Stadium. It is in one of the poorest congressional district in 
the United States. 8  In 2002 it had the second-highest rate of placement of 
children in foster care of any neighborhood in New York City. It was here 
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that a coalition of foundations chose to create a new model of child wel-
fare services called Bridge Builders.  ii   Th e program was designed to reduce 
the incidence of abuse and neglect and the rate of unnecessary placement 
of children into foster care. Th e plan was that Bridge Builders eventually 
would be run as a collaboration between residents of the Highbridge com-
munity, some of whom had had children in foster care, and social welfare 
professionals. 

 Bridge Builders trained parents from the community to reach out to 
their neighbors and then provide or refer them to services. Poor Latino 
and black mothers, and a few fathers, who grew up in the South Bronx, 
some of whom had experienced the pain of the child welfare system, went 
door-to-door in housing projects, spoke at daycare centers and hospitals, 
and visited the neighborhood’s three elementary schools to off er help to 
struggling families. 

 Families received assistance at the Bridge Builders’ storefront 
on 164th Street and Ogden Avenue, near the geographic center of 
Highbridge. Th e storefront, unlike most other child welfare programs, 
was staff ed by parents from the community who had experienced the 
child welfare system. Th ey had changed their lives by doing things like 
successfully completing a drug treatment program or leaving an abu-
sive partner. Th ey had also received CWOP’s 6-month training course 
in parent advocacy. Th ese local residents were hired by Bridge Builders 
as family support workers to engage and provide services to struggling 
families before the families were overwhelmed by their burdens. Th ey 
visited families’ homes when trouble arose and led support groups for 
parents with children in foster care. A social worker supervised the 

  ii  .   Aryeh Naier, president of the Open Society Institute (OSI), wanted his foun-
dation to create a signifi cant project in child welfare partly because he had spent 
time in a residential institution in the United Kingdom when he was a displaced 
child after World War II. He asked Gara LaMarche, who was at the time head of U.S. 
Programs for OSI, to develop a project. Gara contacted me (we had met as Revson 
Fellows). I brought in two other long-time child welfare reformers, John Courtney 
and Berny Horowitz. We spent about a year designing a new service model and 
selected Highbridge after considering half a dozen other neighborhoods in the city. 
We asked Eric Brettschneider from Agenda for Children Tomorrow to bring residents 
and social service providers in the Highbridge community together to develop a uni-
fi ed proposal that would become the Bridge Builders service model. OSI required 
that its grant be matched by other foundations. Initially fi ve foundations—the Child 
Welfare Fund, the FAR Fund, Ira W. DeCamp/JPMorgan, and New York Community 
Trust — pooled funds to launch Bridge Builders. Over time 15 foundations and ACS 
joined the donors’ collaborative, providing a total of $1 million a year for Bridge 
Builders for about 5 years. John Courtney and I co-directed Bridge Builders for 8 
years before people from Highbridge and the Bronx took over the administration of 
the program.  
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family support workers’ activities, but most of the assistance and refer-
rals were given by the eight parent advocates (called family support 
workers) who grew up in the neighborhood. Th ey helped hundreds of 
people from the community who came to the storefront each month 
to fax a letter, for help fi ling a food stamps application, to get their 
child into an after-school program, for help dealing with child protec-
tive services, to get their child out of foster care, or to be trained about 
their rights in the child welfare system. 

 When the program was operating at full steam in mid-2007 eight 
community agencies were funded by Bridge Builders, which coordinated 
their services for families in Highbridge. One of these agencies, Bronx 
Defenders, represented parents in Family Court when their children were 
going to be put in foster care. For 2 years, a special part of the Bronx Family 
Court exclusively handled the child placement cases from Highbridge and 
Community District 4 in which Highbridge is located.  iii   Another agency, 
Legal Services of New York, represented or advised families about wel-
fare benefi ts, housing problems, or when a child was in foster care. Among 
the remaining agencies Alianza Dominicana worked with young children 
and adolescents in its after school programs, Citizens Advice Bureau (now 
called Bronx Works) out-stationed a part-time social worker and a com-
munity parent in each of Highbridge’s three elementary schools to work 
with families whose children were having trouble at home, Highbridge 
Community Life Center provided mental health services and job train-
ing, and Woodycrest Center on Human Development off ered parenting 
classes. 

 Th e goals of the foundations that launched Bridge Builders were, fi rst, 
to create a collaborative that would reduce abuse, neglect, and unneces-
sary removal of children from their families. Second, the foundations 
wanted to create a collaborative that would be administered by the com-
munity it served. And third, the foundations eventually wanted to obtain 
government money to run Bridge Builders, because the foundations were 
unable to do so in perpetuity. 

 Bridge Builders met the fi rst goals but received only partial government 
support for its work. Inadequate funding, along with the diffi  culties of 
community members administering a complex organization, means that 
at present Bridge Builders faces an uncertain future. 

 Regarding the fi rst goal—reducing abuse, neglect, and foster care place-
ment—Bridge Builders was evaluated every year from 2004 to 2009 by 

  iii  .   New York City is divided into 59 community districts. Th e Bronx has 12 dis-
tricts; Community District #4 is in the southwest Bronx.  
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the Chapin Hall Center for Children at the University of Chicago. Th e eval-
uation of 2008 was encouraging:

  Th e data suggest that in the fourth year of the Project, Highbridge begins to 

stand out from the comparison sites in several ways. Highbridge experienced 

an unadjusted decline in the number and rate of maltreatment reports and in 

the indication of those reports that was ahead of what was seen in the other 

sites. When averaging across the pre-project years and across the Project years, 

Highbridge also saw the higher rates of children exiting care to family among 

all the sites. 9    

 Th e evaluation of 2009 was even more encouraging:

  In particular, over the past 3 years, the relative [child maltreatment] rate in 

Highbridge has been below the average of the comparison sites. In addition, as 

in the case of maltreatment reports, the average within year relative rates for 

the past 3 years show that placement is now less common in Highbridge . . .  10    

 According to Dr. Fred Wulczyn, the lead evaluator, “Highbridge is at the 
vortex of where New York City and elsewhere are trying to take child 
welfare.” 11  

 Th e second goal was to have members of the Highbridge community 
administer the collaborative. Th is goal was based on the belief that if the 
people served by a program help design it and work in it, the program 
would more likely meet the needs of the people it served than if outsiders 
ran the program. Certainly people with particular skills—lawyers, social 
workers, counselors, to cite a few examples—would work in the program 
to provide expertise, but the intention was for people from the commun-
ity to have a strong say in shaping the content and direction of the pro-
gram and to work directly with families. 

 At the beginning, the foundations that launched Bridge Builders and the 
staff  they paid to design and supervise the program, primarily Courtney 
and me, had the dominant role in shaping the organization. Courtney 
focused on program design and management; I zeroed in on fundraising 
and the transition to community administration. During the start-up 
years, a steering committee composed of community service providers 
and residents was created to oversee Bridge Builders. Th e foundations, 
Courtney, and I still had the primary say on funding decisions, but the 
steering committee modifi ed and ratifi ed our recommendations. 

 After about 5 years, when Bridge Builders had become a well-functioning 
service program with an eff ective administration, its leadership created a 
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4-year transition plan under which community members, service provid-
ers, and technical experts would gradually assume the administration of 
Bridge Builders. As of 2011, Bridge Builders was governed by an 11-member 
interim board of directors composed of Highbridge residents, service pro-
viders in Community District 4, and individuals with skills or access to 
resources that could be helpful to Bridge Builders. Th e executive director 
of the program, Joe Jenkins, is an indefatigable social worker who is both 
a black man and a Bronx resident. He is trusted by the parents from the 
neighborhood as well as the service providers in the collaborative. 

 Community-based governance, however, is not easy. Board and com-
mittee meetings are at times tedious, with community members talking at 
length about unclear ideas or seemingly extraneous information that are, 
nonetheless, important to them. Decisions are slow in coming because of 
the need to reach consensus among community members, service provid-
ers, and social welfare policy wonks. But a strong collaborative has been 
created in which members of the Highbridge community feel listened to 
and involved in running an organization that serves them, their families, 
and their neighbors. Th e foundations that originally approved the annual 
budget and grants to each service provider in the collaborative now oper-
ate as an advisory board and do not vote on the annual budget or grants 
to partner agencies. 

 Th e third goal of Bridge Builders was to have government provide the 
lion’s share of money for the organization. Foundations would provide 
supplemental funding rather than the core support they provided to 
launch the organization. It has been a long, slow, and, as of 2012, incom-
plete journey toward government fi nancing of Bridge Builders. As a result, 
the collaborative’s budget was reduced from $1 million per annum, which 
it maintained for about 5 years through fi scal year 2008, to $420,000 for 
the fi scal year beginning July 2011. In 2012 its budget is likely to again be 
reduced by half.  

  ACS Funding of Bridge Builders 

 Th e story of ACS’s coolness toward Bridge Builders under Commissioner 
Scoppetta, its in-kind support during Commissioner Bell’s tenure, its 
direct funding under Commissioner Mattingly, and fi nally the decreas-
ing attention of government, also under Mattingly, because of the fi scal 
crisis and ACS’s shifting priorities at the end of the fi rst decade of the 
twenty-fi rst century, is illustrative of the diffi  culties inherent in parent- 
and community-led organizations collaborating with the city. 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

05_Tobis_Ch 05.indd   12505_Tobis_Ch 05.indd   125 2/13/2013   9:37:28 PM2/13/2013   9:37:28 PM



[126] From Pariahs to Partners 

 Bridge Builders was taking shape in 2001 toward the end of Commissioner 
Scoppetta’s tenure. During Scoppetta’s last weeks in offi  ce, John Courtney, 
Berny Horowitz, and I met with him to encourage ACS’s involvement in 
Bridge Builders. During much of his time as commissioner we had battled 
with him and ACS. Courtney had been chairman of the board of CWOP, 
which Scoppetta had declared off  limits to ACS. I had participated in the 
Th anksgiving Day demonstration at his house and had underwritten, 
through the Child Welfare Fund, the  Marisol v. Giuliani  lawsuit against the 
city’s child welfare system. But toward the end of his tenure at ACS, largely 
through the infl uence of the Special Child Welfare Advisory Panel, set up 
as the centerpiece of the  Marisol  settlement to assist with reforming the 
city’s child welfare system, Scoppetta became more receptive to Bridge 
Builders’ approach and more willing to talk to us. 

 For our part, we began Bridge Builders without involving ACS, which 
we had seen as too aggressive in removing children from their homes. In 
time, we realized that without ACS’s support and funding, Bridge Builders 
would not survive. We asked for a meeting with Scoppetta to discuss Bridge 
Builders, which he agreed to. Th e December 2001 meeting with him was 
encouraging. At one point, when his wife called on his private phone, he 
said to her, “I’m meeting with my new friends.” He made no commitment 
to support Bridge Builders, but the door was open for further discussion. 

 He left offi  ce soon after the meeting and became New York City’s Fire 
Commissioner. He was replaced at ACS by Bell, whose focus on reducing 
the number of children who needed to be put in foster care was consistent 
with Bridge Builders’ view. Th e fi rst steps in the collaboration between 
ACS and Bridge Builders included visits by Madeline Duran, the dep-
uty director of the ACS Bronx fi eld offi  ce, to the storefront to see Bridge 
Builders in action and her attendance at the organization’s steering com-
mittee meetings. Bridge Builders’ staff  members also met with staff ers in 
the ASC Bronx fi eld offi  ce to develop protocols about when and how Bridge 
Builders would refer families to ACS. 

 After this groundwork had been laid and as trust between ACS and 
Bridge Builders slowly developed, in April 2004 Bell agreed that ACS 
would become a member of the donors’ collaborative that funded and 
oversaw Bridge Builders. Although ACS did not yet provide direct fi nan-
cial support, it provided other valuable assistance. Deputy Commissioner 
for Community and Intergovernmental Relations Anne Williams Isom 
became the ACS representative to the donors’ collaborative. Her enthu-
siastic support of the Bridge Builders’ model of parent involvement was 
valuable in educating Bell and other ACS personnel about the program’s 
merits, its benefi ts for families, and the good will it was creating for ACS. 
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Whereas families in Highbridge had previously feared ACS and resented 
its presence in their lives, parents from the neighborhood now worked 
closely with ACS to preserve families and no longer badmouthed ACS for 
taking children needlessly. Soon parents who worked for Bridge Builders 
would sing the praises of ACS, especially its senior policy staff  members, 
for helping families and respecting parents. 

 From 2004 to 2007 ACS’s support for Bridge Builders was in-kind rather 
than the direct funding that Bridge Builders sought. ACS’s contributions 
were nonetheless crucial. It conducted special biannual data analyses for 
the three census tracts in which Bridge Builders operated; this allowed the 
program to determine the blocks and buildings that had the highest rates 
of abuse and neglect reported and the highest rates of children placed in 
foster care. Th is information helped Bridge Builders target its resources on 
the streets with the greatest need. Staff ers in the ACS Bronx Field Offi  ce 
also worked closely with Bridge Builders to develop special relationships 
that would reduce the need for removal of children from their homes. For 
example, before calling in a report of neglect to the state central registry, a 
Bridge Builders’ staff  person would unoffi  cially notify the ACS Bronx Field 
Offi  ce that a family was having trouble, that someone would call in a report 
of neglect, but that we had a network of social service supports and people 
available to help so that the child would be safe at home and would not have 
to be removed. 

 Th e most important in-kind contribution was Francis Ayuso, the ACS 
neighborhood-based service coordinator who had been working as a com-
munity liaison for Deputy Commissioner Isom. Isom assigned Ayuso to 
work half-time as the fi eld coordinator of Bridge Builders. He was a skilled 
community organizer from Belize who had a gift for working with grass-
roots people from poor neighborhoods. He brought disparate members 
of the Highbridge community together and kept ACS informed about the 
strides Bridge Builders was making to empower parents, preserve fami-
lies, and collaborate with ACS. 

 After Bell left offi  ce in 2004, his successor, Mattingly, increased ACS’s 
role at Bridge Builders. Th e fi rst visit he made to a neighborhood meeting 
as commissioner was at Bridge Builders. Afterward he said, “I think Bridge 
Builders is a perfect example of how a commitment to neighborhood-based 
services can lead to better services and outcomes.” 12  In 2007 ACS cre-
ated the Community Partnership Initiative (CPI), modeled on Bridge 
Builders, which funded three community collaboratives, including Bridge 
Builders.  iv   Th ese organizations were created in community districts with 

  iv  .   Th e following year the number of CPIs increased from 3 to 11.  
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the highest rates of child abuse and neglect in the city. Th ese collabora-
tives were designed to allow communities to have a greater say in how 
child welfare services are provided and to link child welfare agencies with 
other services, such as child care and Head Start, to fi nd foster homes in 
the neighborhood and to increase visiting between children in foster care 
and their parents. 

 Th e $150,000 ACS provided to Bridge Builders annually beginning in 2007 
caused a complication. To receive the ACS money, Bridge Builders had to agree 
to carry out its CPI activities not just in the three census tracts in one corner 
of Community District 4 where Bridge Builders worked but in all 18 census 
tracts in the district. Th e geographic expansion with limited funding diluted 
Bridge Builders’ impact in the small area that Chapin Hall was evaluating. 

 Th e commitment from ACS was small relative to Bridge Builders’ 
$1 million a year in foundation support. In early 2008, ACS tentatively 
agreed that it would double its funding to Bridge Builders and to the 10 
other community collaboratives. But within 6 months the fi nancial crisis 
struck, reducing ACS’s discretionary funds and eliminating the proposed 
expansion of fi nancial support to Bridge Builders. At the same time, the 
foundation funding to Bridge Builders had decreased in anticipation of 
increased government allocations, while Bridge Builders was increasingly 
serving families from all across Community District 4. By 2010 Bridge 
Builders’ funding had decreased to just about half its original $1 million 
from foundations.  v   Th e programs it provided, the partners it funded, and 
the number of families it served all decreased proportionately. 

 As of the beginning of 2011, Bridge Builders continued to operate as a 
collaboration among the community, foundations, and providers, but it 
supported only one service program, CWOP, rather than the eight service 
providers it had funded. CWOP was being paid to provide a parent advo-
cate and social work supervisor to staff  the storefront. Bronx Defenders, 
which had been funded by Bridge Builders to represent parents in Family 
Court when their children are about to be removed from the home, is now 
underwritten by the Mayor’s Offi  ce of the Criminal Justice Coordinator 
to represent half of all parents who appear at such proceedings in Bronx 
Family Court. Bronx Defenders has been able to use these resources to 
represent all parents from Highbridge in Family Court when a child is 
about to be removed. 

  v  .   In fi scal year 2010 Bridge Builders received only $350,000 from foundations, 
$150,000 from ACS, and $60,000 from the New York State Offi  ce of Children and 
Family Services as a subcontractor on a kinship foster care project overseen by 
Children’s Village, a large foster care agency.  
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 Other programs that were part of Bridge Builders now do less. For 
example, Bronx Works no longer outstations a social worker in any of the 
three elementary schools in Highbridge. Th e separate Bronx Court Part 
for Highbridge families ended when the Administrative Judge Richardson 
transferred to Manhattan. 

 Nevertheless, Bridge Builders has led policy makers and program 
staff  members throughout the city to respect the ability of people from 
low-income communities to collaborate with professionals in running 
social service programs. According to Dale Joseph, assistant commissioner 
of ACS for community partnership and advocacy: “Th e Bridge Builders/
Highbridge Community Partnership has been at the center of many inno-
vative community led strategies . . . . We are encouraged by this success.” 13  

 But Bridge Builders is vulnerable because of inadequate fi nancial sup-
port. Its budget continued to decrease signifi cantly and in 2012 it planned 
to create a management agreement with Children’s Village whereby the 
large foster care agency would provide management and fundraising 
support in an attempt to preserve Bridge Builders and its community 
approach to services. Many outstanding service programs that began as 
demonstration projects have folded because they were not able to secure 
long-term government funding. After 10 years of operation, with very 
positive annual evaluations, Bridge Builders has proven its eff ectiveness 
but may not survive because of lack of money. 

 ***  

  VOICES OF WOMEN ORGANIZING PROJECT 

 Susan Lob is a small woman in her 50s who speaks in a calm, slow voice 
that is well-suited to mediating the volatile, problematic lives of domestic 
violence survivors. In 2000 she created the Voices of Women Organizing 
Project, known as VOW. It became the only organization in New York City 
and among the fi rst in the nation to provide survivors of domestic violence 
with mutual support and a pathway to collective action to reform the legal 
and service systems on which they rely. Th ough not a victim of domestic 
violence, Lob began working with domestic violence survivors through her 
eff orts in the women’s movement, tenant organizing, and welfare rights 
campaigns. She describes the anger that led her to create VOW:

  In 2000 I was part of a citywide domestic violence coalition and wanted to 

organize a demonstration against ACS because of its policy of removing children 

of domestic violence survivors. It was the years of the Giuliani administration, 
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and people were afraid to come to the demonstration. I was so pissed off  I got a 

planning grant from the Child Welfare Fund and created VOW. 14    

 In its early years, VOW had a membership of 50 to 60 grassroots 
women who had been battered; many of whom had their children taken 
from them and placed in foster care. A majority of the women were 
black—African-American or Caribbean—from poor and lower working-
class backgrounds. Th e group also included some white or middle-class 
women and a few from the upper class. 

 VOW’s mission is “to support and give voice to survivors of domestic 
violence so that they can organize to infl uence, change and improve the 
many systems battered women and their children rely on for safety, assis-
tance and justice.” 15  

 VOW’s most active and vibrant period lasted until about 2008. At that 
time, and continuing today, VOW trained women to be leaders and orga-
nizers and held monthly support groups to help its members heal from 
the trauma of domestic violence. Once trained through VOW’s six-session 
course called SOUL (School for Organizing, Unity, and Leadership), these 
women worked in and led campaigns to reform elements of the child wel-
fare system, Family Court, and housing programs that had so much infl u-
ence on the lives of domestic violence survivors. 

 One successful child welfare campaign changed the way reports of child 
abuse and neglect are recorded. For decades child protective service cases 
were routinely fi led in the name of the mother rather than in the name of 
the perpetrator. When a child was abused and the mother battered, report-
ing the case in the mothers’ name turned the victim into the perpetra-
tor. Members of VOW pressed the City Council Welfare Committee to hold 
hearings on the problem and testifi ed. Afterward, ACS sent a bulletin to its 
staff  telling them to implement a new reporting policy, listing the case in 
the perpetrator’s name, not the mother’s name. 16  Th ough policy changed, 
practice down the line was slow to catch up. Five years later there were still 
situations in which the mother was a victim of domestic violence, but the 
abuse report was fi led in her name, not in the name of the perpetrator. 17  

 VOW also focused on Family Court where battered women’s custody 
disputes are handled and foster care and other child welfare decisions are 
made.  vi   Th e survivors of domestic violence complained that Family Court 

  vi  .   In 2006, more than 210,000 fi lings and depositions were heard by only 47 
judges in New York City Family Court. Th e cases involved child support (55%), cus-
tody/visitation (26.5%), family off enses, i.e., domestic violence (7.5%), child protec-
tive proceedings (6.5%), and other issues (4.5%).  
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further abused them after they had been abused by their partners. As one 
VOW member put it, “Each time I appeared in court, the system reinforced 
his dominance over me by preserving his ‘parental’ rights without regard 
to my safety. I felt totally undermined by the court.” 18  

 To address shortcomings of Family Court, VOW organized the Battered 
Mothers’ Justice Campaign and met in 2004 with Judge Joseph M. Lauria, 
then the chief administrator of the Family Court. According to Lob, after 
the meeting with the judge:

  Little changed. So we organized a coalition of 11 groups and 100 people, includ-

ing several elected offi  cials, to demonstrate with us outside of Manhattan 

Family Court. Demonstrations make the system want to negotiate. 19    

 Th e demonstration took place on May 6, 2005, with Manhattan Borough 
President C. Virginia Fields presenting VOW’s demands to reform the 
Family Court system. Two city council members, Margareta Lopez and 
Charles Barron, also spoke, pressing Family Court to protect battered 
women. 

 After the demonstration, VOW conducted a research project,  Justice 
Denied: How Family Courts in NYC Endanger Battered Women and Children,  
in connection with the Human Rights Project of the Urban Justice Center. 
Th e project’s data gatherers, who themselves were survivors of domestic 
violence and members of VOW, interviewed 75 women who had been vic-
tims of domestic violence about their experiences in New York City Family 
Court. Th e report documented numerous problems such as overburdened 
judges delaying the judicial process, court procedures in violation of due 
process (e.g., frequent ex-parte communication between the father’s law-
yer and the judge, or the mother’s witnesses not being allowed to tes-
tify), domestic violence not being taken seriously by the judge, and the 
mother’s lawyer not understanding issues of domestic violence. Th e report 
concluded:

  Each of these problems alone is of concern. In combination, they create a sys-

tem described by the women we interviewed as an “Alice in Wonderland” world 

where justice is turned on its head, and decisions are not based on logic or 

fairness. Th e Family Court should be open to scrutiny, and yet decisions that 

destroy families routinely happen behind closed doors. 20    

 Th e goal of the report and of the Battered Mothers’ Justice Campaign in 
general was to “build a case for a large-scale investigation into Family 
Court’s failure to protect battered mothers and children and to call for 
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more transparency and oversight.” 21  Th e New York  Daily News  reported 
that “ . . . the charges made by the report have to be taken very seriously.” 22  
According to Lob, “We got a lot of attention from the report, including 
from Judge Lauria, who met with us [again]. He sent the report to all 
Family Court judges, but they are trying not to take responsibility for the 
problems. We keep pushing.” 23  

 Th e following year, 2009, Lauria was replaced by Edwina 
Richardson-Mendelson as administrative judge for New York City Family 
Court. Richardson-Mendelson, who had been counsel at Sanctuary for 
Families, a shelter for survivors of domestic violence, was more sympa-
thetic to the concerns of domestic violence survivors. 

 VOW’s work with the survivors of domestic violence has not been easy. 
As Lob said in 2008:

  It’s really hard work organizing parents. A lot of attention needs to be paid to 

how you build trust among people, how you build unity. By defi nition every-

body in the organization is somebody who has been betrayed by the people 

closest to them. So trust issues are diffi  cult. People get their feelings hurt eas-

ily. Learning how to disagree respectfully needs to happen since people had 

the shit beat out of them when they disagreed. To do that across class and race 

is really challenging. Th is is the stuff  that makes me go home crying at night. 

Organizing parents is the only strategy that can make a diff erence, but it takes 

a toll. 24    

 Early the following year Lob resigned as executive director of VOW. She 
felt proud of what she had accomplished but was burned out from the diffi  -
culty of the work, the slow pace of change, and the endless struggle of rais-
ing funds to keep VOW afl oat. She went to Columbia University’s School 
of Social Work to teach community organizing. Her replacement, Raquel 
Singh, who began as executive director of VOW in May 2009, the same 
month that Richardson-Mendelson was appointed, is a fundraiser with no 
experience as an organizer. In fact, at the interview for the job she said she 
didn’t know the term community organizing. 25  She was selected because 
of her ability to strengthen the fi nances, administration, and strategic 
planning of VOW. 

 Under Singh’s leadership VOW’s goals remained the same, though it 
did shift its emphasis from agitating outside the child welfare system 
and other systems that aff ect survivors of domestic violence to work-
ing within the systems, by providing self-help to survivors and increas-
ing public awareness of their plight. According to Singh, “My goal is to 
build positive relationships and to make change that way.” 26  By 2011 VOW 
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had expanded its membership to 120 (including survivors, witnesses of 
domestic violence, and friends of survivors). Its board of directors has fi ve 
members; three are survivors of domestic violence. 

 Under Singh’s leadership, VOW’s campaign to reform Family Court 
shifted from demonstrations and research-based attacks to increasing 
judges’ awareness of domestic violence. VOW had hoped to train judges 
on matters involving domestic violence, but Richardson-Mendelson chose 
to use others to do the training without VOW’s participation. VOW is also 
trying to improve the court’s sensitivity to issues of domestic violence in 
custody cases and orders of protection. As part of that eff ort VOW wanted 
posters hung in Family Court listing the rights of survivors, but the court 
declined to have the posters hung. VOW was also developing a Court 
Watch Program, under which volunteers would sit in on Family Court pro-
ceedings to document whether court proceedings are fair. Th at campaign 
has been in the works for more than a year with court watchers to begin 
in the fall of 2012. 27  

 VOW also has undertaken a campaign to reform ACS—to reduce the 
number of false and malicious reports against mothers that are made 
and investigated, one of the many problems with the abuse and neglect 
reporting system. Although state law requires that the state record the 
name of the person who reports a case of abuse or neglect to the State 
Central Registry, the state’s Offi  ce of Children and Family Services 
(OCFS), which administers the Registry, permits anonymous reporting 
and does not track either who the reporter is or how often he or she 
has called in a report to the Central Registry.  vii   Th e law also prevents 
ACS from diff erentiating between reports that might be serious and 
those that are likely to be inconsequential, spurious, or malicious. If a 
landlord wants to dislodge a troublesome tenant, he can repeatedly and 
anonymously report that the woman is abusing her child. If an angry 
former boyfriend has anonymously and falsely reported a dozen times 
that his former girlfriend has neglected her child, ACS is required by law 
to investigate his next anonymous report. One example among thou-
sands that occur each year is that of Ms. Z, who has been investigated by 
the city’s child protective services over 50 times because of false reports 
fi led by her former batterer. 28  One researcher estimates that between 

  vii  .   Martin Guggenheim, professor of law at New York University School of Law, 
and his students found that New York State law stipulates that the name of the 
person reporting a child protection allegation “shall” be recorded, thus prohibiting 
anonymous reporting. Th e person mentioned in the report, however, does not have a 
right to know who made the report. [Professor Martin Guggenheim, NYU School of 
Law, personal communication, January 6, 2010.]  
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5% and 10% of unfounded reports throughout the nation are made mali-
ciously. 29  Th e current arrangement wastes public resources investigating 
spurious or inconsequential matters and results in countless violations 
of families’ privacy, causing endless and overwhelming disruptions in 
their lives. 

 In 2009 VOW formed a coalition of domestic violence and child wel-
fare groups to discourage false and/or malicious reporting. One goal was 
for ACS to create a method for tracking and reporting incidents of mali-
cious reports, for example, by identifying situations in which more than 
10 reports from the same reporter are found not to be confi rmed abuse or 
neglect. VOW, however, has shifted its focus away from policy change to 
behavioral change. VOW organized a speak-out in early 2012 for ACS staff , 
with presentations by child survivors of malicious reports—children who 
have lived in a family in which their mother was falsely reported for abuse 
or neglect and was investigated by child protective services. Th e speak-out 
led to a series of trainings led by VOW to ACS staff  on domestic violence 
and the eff ects of malicious reporting. 30  

 VOW at its height enabled survivors of domestic violence to shine a 
light on the way battered women have been mistreated by the courts and 
by the child welfare system, contributing other important voices to the 
movement of parents and their allies to reform the child welfare system. 
VOW has made the diffi  cult transition from the founding executive direc-
tor to another and less combative successor. As VOW moved away from 
agitation and demonstrations toward an inside strategy of collaboration 
and education, it makes its voice heard through training and education. Its 
impact for the moment is diminished, though its new strategy is just being 
implemented by its new leadership. As Lob described VOW’s work, “We are 
little specs swatting at a big system. It’s an important role, but we can’t be 
the only ones out there.” 31  

 ***  

  PEOPLE UNITED FOR CHILDREN 

 Sharonne Salaam is a tall, stunning black woman who always keeps her 
head covered. She was born in Alabama and moved to Central Harlem as 
part of the great black migration north. She received a bachelor’s degree 
from Empire State College and then an associate in applied science degree 
from the Fashion Institute of Technology. 32  Life was fairly routine during 
the 14 years she worked in the fashion industry and raised three children. 
“I was a regular person trying to make ends meet.” 
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 On April 19, 1989 her life was transformed. Her 15-year-old son Yusef 
was arrested along with three black and one Latino friends for the assault 
and rape in Central Park of a 28-year-old white female investment banker 
who became known as the Central Park Jogger. Th e boys charged in the 
attack were all convicted and spent a combined total of 44 years in prison. 
Yusef was imprisoned for nearly 7 years. He and the other boys were freed 
after Manhattan District Attorney Robert Morgenthau in 2002 recom-
mended vacating their convictions after Matias Reyes, convicted for 
another rape, confessed to the attack on the Central Park Jogger, and DNA 
evidence confi rmed his guilt. 33  

 Th roughout Yusef’s ordeal, Sharonne maintained his innocence and 
fought for his release and exoneration. She became an activist working 
on his behalf and that of other youth incarcerated in New York State. In 
1992 she began the process of incorporating an organization called People 
United for Children that began with the goal of helping youth incarcerated 
in New York’s juvenile justice system. PUC in its early phase was composed 
of a group of volunteers who prepared and brought home-cooked meals to 
the imprisoned youth, brought in speakers and created educational pro-
grams for them, and helped prepare them for life after prison. According 
to Sharonne:

  When we started, so few people visited kids in juvenile facilities, we could 

bring visitors any time we wanted. We brought other parents to visit their 

children. So many people were coming, the facilities set up specifi c hours and 

days for people to visit. Th e change was a good thing. 34    

 PUC also worked on a broader level to reform the practices is juvenile jus-
tice facilities, where, for example, children at the time could be kept in 
isolation 23 hours a day. “We worked to change that policy, decreasing the 
time kids could be kept in isolation to 7 hours maximum, not the whole 
day,” says Salaam. 35  

 Salaam soon realized, however, that problems for children in the juve-
nile justice system begin farther upstream in the child welfare system, 
which she saw as a main feeder for the juvenile justice system.  viii   She says 
that PUC “made the decision to take the preventive approach by stopping 

  viii  .   Nearly half the boys and two-thirds of the girls released from juvenile cor-
rectional facilities in the early 1990s were previously involved with child protection, 
preventive services, or foster care, according to a study by the New York State Offi  ce 
of Children and Family Services. Practitioners estimate these numbers are similar 
today. [“A Need for Correction: Reforming New York’s Juvenile Justice System,”  Child 
Welfare Watch  18 (Fall 2009): 2.]  

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

05_Tobis_Ch 05.indd   13505_Tobis_Ch 05.indd   135 2/13/2013   9:37:29 PM2/13/2013   9:37:29 PM



[136] From Pariahs to Partners 

the cycle of children fi rst entering the foster care system . . . . ” 36  In the 
mid-1990s PUC shifted its focus to reforming child welfare. By 1996 PUC 
had become, as Salaam later accurately wrote, “the Harlem community’s 
best-informed advocates for foster care children.” 37  

 At its height in the late 1990s and early 2000s, PUC was active in many 
diff erent aspects of child welfare reform: helping individual families, pro-
viding parenting classes, organizing demonstrations, holding speak-outs 
(in which people from a community talk about their problems with the 
child welfare system), lobbying legislators, meeting with New York 
Foundling Hospital (while the courageous though short-termed Michael 
Garber was executive director) to encourage foster care agencies to hire 
more parents with child-welfare experience, sitting on the advisory board 
of the  Child Welfare Watch , and bringing a class action law suit against ACS 
for removing black children from their homes without adequate investiga-
tions. At the time, it was the most militant, outspoken grassroots organi-
zation pressing for dramatic changes in child welfare, and it succeeded in 
pushing the center of debate to the left. 

 PUC held weekly support group meetings, led by professionals and vol-
unteers, to assist families negotiating the child welfare system and to 
teach them how to avoid having their children taken from them. PUC also 
partnered with Harlem Hospital to provide stress management to fam-
ilies. Salaam and volunteers went to court appearances with parents to 
provide support and guidance, and they went to families’ homes as wit-
nesses and allies when ACS scheduled a visit to investigate a family. 

 Th ey organized speak-outs in the black community that were attended 
by hundreds of people who complained about abuse by ACS and child wel-
fare agencies. In 2004 alone, PUC held seven large forums—including one 
at the Emanuel AME Church in Central Harlem. Th e meeting had the feel 
of civil rights gatherings in the segregated South in the 1960s, with peo-
ple standing one at a time in the pews to testify to the treatment they had 
received at the hands of the child welfare system. Th ey were surrounded 
by a hundred other seated black mothers and fathers, using hand-held fans 
to cool themselves, many prepared to tell a painful story about what was 
deemed a racist system that abused them and their families. Th e audience 
responded with words of acknowledgment and rising anger, putting ACS 
on notice that it was being watched by angry parents who were beginning 
to meet and work together. 

 PUC organized a Christmas Day demonstration at St. Patrick’s 
Cathedral, protesting the deaths of several children in Catholic foster care 
agencies. On Th anksgiving Day it organized a picket and candlelight vigil 
outside the apartment building on Central Park West where Commissioner 
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Scoppetta lived, and another on Mother’s Day protesting what were seen 
by them as illegal removals of children by ACS. And they regularly dem-
onstrated outside ACS’s offi  ces at 150 Williams Street. Although the dem-
onstrations were often small, generally numbering fewer than 50 people, 
the demonstrations contributed to an environment in which ACS and, to 
a lesser extent, the voluntary agencies became aware that parents were 
organizing, angry, and should be listened to. 

 PUC also administered the Family Unity Awards. For 6 years around 
Christmas time it organized a ceremony at the National Black Th eater in 
Harlem that each year provided a plaque and $1,000 to about 15 parents 
who had overcome arduous diffi  culties to be reunited with their chil-
dren. Th e awards ceremony, underwritten by the Child Welfare Fund, was 
intended to humanize parents whose children had been in foster care and 
to celebrate their achievements. Each year the ceremony was attended by 
hundreds of people from Harlem and the larger child welfare community, 
including a guest appearance by U.S. Representative Charles Rangel of 
Harlem in 2007. 

 Four of the award winners from 2001 and 2004 give a sense of the par-
ents whose fortitude was recognized: 38   

         Fatmata Fornah emigrated from Sierra Leone in 1997 to escape that • 
country’s civil war. Shortly after becoming pregnant, her husband left 
her. Confused and alone in a strange land, she took out her anger on her 
children who were removed and placed in foster care. After much suff er-
ing and personal change, she was reunited with her three daughters.  
        Rhonda Taylor-Becton overcame a history of addiction, crime, and • 
imprisonment to regain custody of her three children. She had been 
clean and sober since November 4, 1994.  
        Audra Black overcame drug addiction that began at age 15, a term in • 
prison, homelessness, and the loss of the grandmother who raised her. 
After her children were removed from her custody, she changed her life 
with the help of Hour Children, a half-way house for mothers leaving 
prison. Black wrote, “While there are many things I regret about my 
past life, the thing that hurts most is that my grandmother couldn’t see 
how far I’ve come.”  
        Yadira Caicedo’s fi rst born son was wrongfully put in foster care by • 
ACS following an accidental injury. Th e child welfare agency responsi-
ble for her case would not return her son because her residence was in 
a basement apartment that the agency determined was unsuitable for 
children. Her second son was also removed because she and her hus-
band were still living in the same apartment. In October 2003 Caicedo 
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and her husband regained custody of their two sons immediately after 
moving into the Dorothy Day Apartments in West Harlem, a supportive 
living facility, which provided a good apartment and an array of social 
services.    

 In 1999, while Rudolph Giuliani was mayor, PUC, in collaboration with the 
Center for Law and Social Justice, brought a class action lawsuit against 
New York City alleging that ACS removed black children from their fam-
ilies “without a proper investigation as to whether their children will be 
in danger if they remain in the custody of their parents.” ACS’s practices, 
the suit charged, violated the 4th Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, 
which prohibits unreasonable searches and seizures. Fifteen black par-
ents who alleged that their children were removed illegally were named 
plaintiff s. 39  

 Th e lawsuit was fi led at the height of ACS’s policy of removing children 
from their families if there was any doubt about the child’s safety. By the 
time the court approved a settlement of the case in 2005 ACS had made 
many of the changes sought by PUC. Th e settlement had reinforcing but not 
ground breaking impact on the changes ACS was making in the child welfare 
system. Th e most important element was that ACS would expand its family 
team conferences (at which decisions are made about the future of a child 
in foster care) and preplacement child safety conferences (at which a deci-
sion is made whether or not to remove a child who may be in imminent dan-
ger from his or her family). Th e settlement reinforced what ACS had already 
begun—using child safety conferences and family team conferences to make 
decisions about the removal of a child from his or her home and continued 
placement in foster care. Th ese conferences are now a routine part of the ACS 
decision-making process, though their impact has not been fully assessed. 

 Other provisions of the settlement affi  rmed ACS’s use of its Offi  ce of 
Advocacy to ensure that class members in the future could fi le complaints 
and receive prompt responses, and obtain information about their rights. 
Th e plaintiff s each received between $10,000 and $15,000 from the city 
and PUC received $10,000 to provide educational programs, quite modest 
amounts given the magnitude of the violations that the lawsuit alleged. 40  
Salaam is not sure of the lawsuit’s impact: “Did we win that ACS would no 
longer remove children without investigating? I don’t know. Since they 
write the [child protective] reports, they can write anything they want. 
Th ere have been cases since where people came to us with kids removed 
without an investigation.” 41  

 Th e settlement agreement became contentious, though the confl ict was 
not between the city and the plaintiff s, but among some of the plaintiff s 
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and other members of the class who objected to the settlement. Several of 
the named plaintiff s, other unnamed members of the class, and Roland 
Bini, executive director of Parents In Action (PIA), claimed that there was 
not adequate notice about the settlement, that the terms of the settle-
ment did not solve enough of the problems of the child welfare system, 
that the illegal actions by ACS against individual plaintiff s were neither 
solved nor did they receive adequate fi nancial compensation, and that 
the primary benefi ciary of the settlement was the lawyer for the plain-
tiff s. Bini circulated a letter on the internet that charged that the settle-
ment was a “Betrayal to the Reparations Movement, Betrayal to Black 
Families; Betrayal to the Anti-Slavery Movement. All for the Love of 
Money.” 42  Conchita Jones, one of the named plaintiff s, withdrew from the 
class. Salaam from PUC contends that Bini was upset because the law suit 
did not include Latinos  ix   and feels his actions sabotaged the lawsuit and 
diminished its impact and the fi nancial settlement. 43  Th e settlement was 
approved despite Bini’s objections. 44  

 Th e confl ict among the plaintiff s and the attack by PIA against PUC and 
its lawsuit, while not unique among the advocates who were working to 
reform the child welfare system, was unusual. During the 15 years that 
parents and advocates had been working to reform the city’s child welfare 
system, almost all attacks and criticisms by parents and their advocates 
were directed against ACS and the voluntary agencies. Relative harmony 
within the parent advocacy community, despite signifi cant diff erences in 
strategies, tactics, and even goals, contributed to the eff ectiveness of the 
parents’ movement. 

 For several years PUC had an impact on child welfare debate through its 
militancy, Salaam’s broad and ceaseless activity, and her connections to 
black city councilmen and state legislators. She says:

  We put out an awareness that people weren’t satisfi ed with the way things 

were going. We worked for certain changes and things got better for everyone. 

And more people got involved in change and [defi ning] what change should be. 

Before that, people were staying under the radar. 45    

 She also recognizes that her militancy made other organizations demand 
more from ACS and made the positions of moderate groups more accepta-
ble to ACS. Th e extremes defi ne the center, and PUC was on the far end of 
the spectrum. Salaam says, “We were able to push CWOP, and they were 

  ix  .   Two Latinos were originally part of the lawsuit but dropped out before the set-
tlement was reached.  
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able to seek out more. People United for Children was a group that people 
could point to as the antagonistic entity.” 46  

 But PUC was never able or interested in building a strong organization, 
even with technical assistance from Community Resource Exchange (CRE), 
a group that assists struggling nonprofi ts to strengthen their administra-
tion. At its height PUC was primarily staff ed by Salaam and one or two 
members of her family. Its annual budget, which never exceeded $150,000, 
came primarily from foundations and small contributions from individu-
als. PUC also received some in-kind gifts from people it helped. It never 
obtained signifi cant government funding. After 2006 its funding almost 
completely disappeared. With a weak organization and with scant funding 
from foundations, PUC was unable to survive when Salaam became sick 
with cancer. It closed its offi  ce in 2009. 

 Salaam continues to fi ght, despite her illness. At present, she had con-
sidered organizing a march to the New York State capital, Albany, during 
the week before Easter 2012 to promote a law that would provide swift 
reparations to her son and to men and women imprisoned for crimes they 
did not commit, but the march did not happen. She is seeking $50 million 
in restitution for her son and the other boys who wrongly spent a total of 
44 years in prison in the Central Park jogger case, though, she says, “We 
should have asked for $500 million.” 

 Salaam also continues to work in child welfare but from a much dimin-
ished platform, with PUC no longer playing the signifi cant role it once did. 
She works out of the Harlem offi  ce of New York State Assemblyman Keith 
Wright, where she holds meetings on the weekends for 10 or so parents 
who are having problems with the child welfare system. She periodically 
holds larger meetings but hasn’t organized a demonstration in several 
years. “We are still an exciting voice,” she says. “ACS is now more willing 
to hear a voice from their partners—the parents—but they do not always 
take that voice seriously.” 

 *** 

 Four other groups were part of the movement of parents reforming the 
child welfare system in New York City. Th ree of them folded: Birth Fathers 
Support Network, the Child Welfare Action Center, and Concerned 
Citizens for Family Preservation. Th e fourth, Parents In Action, dramati-
cally changed its strategy. 

 Birth Fathers Support Network was founded in the early 2000s by three 
fathers who had been in prison and/or had lost their children to the foster 
care system. Th ey wanted to reconnect with their children and help other 
fathers do the same. For a brief moment they energized the child welfare 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

05_Tobis_Ch 05.indd   14005_Tobis_Ch 05.indd   140 2/13/2013   9:37:30 PM2/13/2013   9:37:30 PM



O T H E R N E W YO R K C I T Y PA R E N T L E D G R A S S R O O T S O R G A N I Z AT I O N S [ 141]

community, including commissioner Bell, who spoke eloquently on their 
behalf at the opening of their offi  ce in the south Bronx in 2003. Th e organ-
ization folded within 3 years of its founding because the administrative 
and fi nancial requirements to run an organization were beyond the expe-
rience of the founders. 

 A second group that foundered after a few years was the Child Welfare 
Action Center, located at the Center for Law and Social Justice at Medgar 
Evers College in Brooklyn. Th e Action Center was set up by the Child 
Welfare Fund to coordinate activist child welfare organizations that the 
Fund supported across the city—parent groups, youth groups, grassroots 
groups, and well-established organizations. Th e Action Center’s agenda 
was similarly broad. As the lead representative of the Child Welfare Fund, 
I was overly directive and in too much of a hurry to let the organization 
evolve in ways that would be useful to the advocacy community. Because 
the organization lacked a clear, organically developed direction, the direc-
tor left and the project to coordinate advocacy eff orts collapsed. Th e 
absence of an organization that coordinates grassroots parent advocacy 
has signifi cantly limited the infl uence of parents. 

 Concerned Citizens for Family Preservation (CCFP) was the third group 
that folded. It was created in early 2003 by Folasade Campbell, a black 
social activist who had served for 6 years on the executive committee of 
the Staten Island Branch of the NAACP. She wanted a perch from which 
she could be more supportive of families and more critical of the child 
welfare practices. Although she was not a parent whose child had been 
in foster care, she was able to create a membership organization of pro-
fessionals, activists, and child welfare-aff ected families. CCFP opened its 
offi  ce in Staten Island, the borough that includes the St. George/Stapleton 
community district, which in 2010 had 361 children placed in foster care, 
the highest number of such placements from any community district in 
the city in that year. 47  

 CCFP described itself as “the go-to place on Staten Island for low-income 
people needing strong advocacy in the child welfare system.” 48  It provided 
individual advocacy to families at child welfare family team conferences 
and in Family Court, since institutional legal representation for parents 
has not reached Staten Island. 

 CCFP was also an activist organization. In 2005, when the mayor’s panel 
on the judiciary did not recommend reappointing Judge Ralph Porzio, who 
was sympathetic to poor families of color, to the Family Court on Staten 
Island, CCFP rallied on the steps of Borough Hall. He did not win reelec-
tion to the bench. CCFP also brought families to a rally at City Hall in 
Manhattan supporting the use of preventive services and testifi ed at city 
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council and state assembly hearings on the rights of children and families. 
Th ese actions did help restore some of the preventive services cuts. 

 Short on funds and staff  and too dependent on Campbell’s energy and 
time, CCFP was not sustainable. In July 2010 she closed CCFP’s offi  ce. Like 
Salaam, she continues to fi ght for child welfare reform but with a smaller 
voice and little or no organization behind her. 

 A fourth parent-led activist organization, Parents In Action (PIA), con-
tinues to operate, though it has dramatically changed from the time in 
2000 it called child welfare a system of “slavery” to its current approach 
of collaborating with ACS. Bini, the founder of PIA, is an immigrant from 
Ecuador. In 2000, according to him, he was charged by ACS with medi-
cal and educational neglect, because, ACS alleged, he failed to have his 
7-year-old son’s eyes tested and have him tested for special education 
classes. He believed his son’s problem was lack of English language com-
petency (since Bini, and his former wife from whom he was separated, 
spoke Spanish to their son), not mental defi ciency. He believes he was 
charged with neglect because he protested against the school’s inadequate 
Spanish-language program and against the lack of input permitted black, 
Latino, and Bengali parents in his son’s school. Regardless of where the 
truth lies, ACS dropped the charges against him, though his son remained 
in foster care for 5 months. 

 How Bini and his son were treated by ACS fueled Bini’s anger and led to 
his creating PIA. In its early years, the organization had almost no budget, 
and the few individuals connected to it were volunteers. Bini supported 
himself and the organization with income from his day job designing web-
sites. PIA initially was mostly the swirl of activity around Bini—advocating 
for individual parents who believed they were mistreated by ACS or by 
foster care agencies, teaching parenting and advocacy classes, both in 
Spanish and English, and speaking against ACS at meetings convened by 
other organizations. At these forums he publicized the injustices commit-
ted against individual parents by ACS or by specifi c foster care agencies. 
He also organized many small but loud and infl ammatory demonstrations 
against the child welfare and family court systems. As one PIA fl yer said:

  Family Court is an institutionalized system of injustice set in place to give an 

aura of legality to the white collared racketeering criminal enterprise of fam-

ily destruction and child slave trade.  x   Th ere is no jury or due process in Family 

Court. Parents only win 2 cases out of 1000 in a 1028 hearing. 49    

  x  .   Malcolm X also referred to the child welfare system as slavery. In his autobiog-
raphy he describes how the state put his mother in a mental hospital and placed him 
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 PIA organized dozens of street demonstrations against the child wel-
fare system—at Family Court in Queens, at Family Court in Manhattan, 
at the headquarters of ACS, at the headquarters of Catholic Charities in 
Manhattan, and at St Vincent’s and other foster care agencies. Th e larg-
est demonstration was at Incarnation Children’s Center in Washington 
Heights in Manhattan, which was attended by several hundred people 
drawn to the protest because Incarnation had tested HIV medication on 
children in foster care without parental consent. 

 PIA organized a demonstration at Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s house that 
would forever change PIA’s activities and strategy. Bini had been advocat-
ing on behalf of Vanessa James, a mother whose 5-year-old daughter had 
been placed in foster care, because the mother allegedly had Munchausen’s 
Syndrome by Proxy, a condition in which a parent feigns a child’s illness to get 
attention. “Ms. James is a diffi  cult person, but not a bad mother,” said Bini. To 
protest the child’s removal from her mother’s custody, he organized a dem-
onstration at Bloomberg’s house at 79th Street and Fifth Avenue. Previously 
PIA demonstrations had attracted little attention. But for this one Bini sent 
emails inviting members of two militant black organizations that were being 
monitored by the police to attend the protest. ACS was informed by a police 
intelligence unit of Bini’s connection with these groups. ACS then passed 
this information to the ACS-funded Community Partnership Initiative in 
Queens, where Bini was an offi  cer. ACS forced him out of his position. 

 His dismissal from the Community Partnership, his concern that he 
would be ostracized by ACS, his awareness that ACS had improved, and 
perhaps his concern for his own well-being, heightened by the police intel-
ligence investigation, led to an abrupt turnaround in his reform strategy. 
“For practical purposes we shifted our strategy to work with ACS,” Bini 
says. “We couldn’t help people if we didn’t.” 50  PIA now collaborates exten-
sively with ACS. ACS refers clients to PIA’s parenting skills and anger man-
agement classes. PIA is also trying to get on the Family Court roster, so 
judges can refer clients to the organization. Th ey no longer organize dem-
onstrations and they no longer refer to child welfare as slavery. According 
to Bini, “ACS has changed starting with Bell. It still needs improvement, 
but it has changed for the good. We need to be the friendly opposition.” 

in foster care. “We were ‘state children,’ court wards: (Th e Judge) had the full say 
over us. A white man in charge of a black man’s children! Nothing but legal, mod-
ern slavery—however kindly intentioned . . . I truly believe that if ever a state social 
agency destroyed a family, it destroyed ours. We wanted and tried to stay together. 
Our home didn’t have to be destroyed. But the welfare, the courts, and their doctor, 
gave us the one-two-three punch.”  [ Alex Haley and Malcolm X,  Th e Autobiography of 
Malcolm X  (New York: Ballantine Books, 1964): 21.]  

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

05_Tobis_Ch 05.indd   14305_Tobis_Ch 05.indd   143 2/13/2013   9:37:30 PM2/13/2013   9:37:30 PM



[144] From Pariahs to Partners 

 All of these groups were part of a broad, vibrant movement of par-
ents and their allies that worked from the mid-1990s to 2011–2012 to 
reform New York City’s child welfare system. Along with CWOP and its 
allied organizations, these groups helped change the attitude of the child 
welfare community toward parents who lose their children to foster care, 
humanized some programs and policies, and pushed the leadership of the 
child welfare system to remove fewer children and provide more resources 
to meet the needs and protect the rights of poor parents. Th ese changes 
and the pressure from these groups contributed to the reduction in the 
number of children in foster care as discussed in Chapter 7. As ACS and 
the child welfare system improved, the groups increased their collabora-
tion with ACS and diminished or stopped their agitation, lawsuits, and 
protests outside the system. Th e groups that remain,  Rise , Bridge Builders, 
Voices of Women, and Parents In Action, collaborate in one way or another 
with a much improved, much more responsive, ACS. Th e groups that chose 
to remain on the outside, that had diffi  culty raising money, and that did 
not build a strong organization folded. 

 All of these groups, both those that folded and those that remain, had 
a powerful impact that helped compel the child welfare system to be more 
responsive to the needs of families and to the rights of parents. Now that 
the two most militant organizations either have closed (People United 
for Children) or are collaborating with ACS (Parents In Action), as are the 
other parent-led organizations, there is less external pressure on the child 
welfare system to change. 

 One key lesson from the experience of these organizations is that 
although individuals bring about change, they can take things only so 
far. Without an organization with structure, staff , funding, and a clearly 
defi ned mission, the activities are likely to fi zzle. Th e leaders who gener-
ated whirlwinds of activity, but did not simultaneously create strong orga-
nizations, burned themselves out, their nominal organizations folded, or 
they dramatically changed their mission.        
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     CHAPTER 6 

 Parent Participation 
across the Country   

   ‘‘New York is on a diff erent planet. It’s what others aspire to,” says Lisa 
Paine-Wells, the leader of the Annie. E. Casey Foundation’s national 

Parent Partner initiative. 1  She was comparing the level of involvement 
and activism of parents who have become embroiled in New York City’s 
child welfare system to the actions of similar parents in other cities across 
the country. Although parent activism in New York is far ahead of that in 
other cities, child welfare-aff ected parents have been working in organiza-
tions elsewhere to persuade government and child welfare agencies to let 
parents have a say in child welfare programs and policy decisions. Parents 
who have lost custody of their children and then regained it have also been 
hired by child welfare agencies in more than 20 states to help other par-
ents regain custody of their children. Th e hiring of such parents by child 
welfare agencies and the organized, grassroots activity of parents in the 
child welfare system are unprecedented, though the power of these groups 
to infl uence policy is still limited and the number of parents who have a 
full-throated voice in the child welfare system is still a small percentage of 
the approximately 230,000 families that have children in foster care. 2  But 
there is no doubt that parents who believe that they have been mistreated 
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or helped by the child welfare system are beginning to have a collective, 
albeit mostly local, voice in the child welfare debate. 

 One exception to the local focus is the work of groups of parents and 
their allies, both inside and outside government, over the past several 
years to produce  From Rights to Reality (FRTR) , which has been called “a 
plan for parent advocacy in family-centered child welfare reform.” In 
essence it is a national bill of rights for parents entangled in the child wel-
fare system.  i    From Rights to Reality  consolidates many of the best practices 
that have helped families have a stronger voice in their own cases and a 
greater likelihood of raising their children at home safely. It identifi es 15 
rights for parents, though most parents aff ected by the child welfare sys-
tem do not yet have these basic rights.  From Rights to Reality  is designed to 
unite parents and parent advocacy around a common set of goals. 3   

  FROM RIGHTS TO REALITY  

  15 Rights of Parents Aff ected by the Child Welfare System 

  1.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO not lose my child because I’m poor.  
  2.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO services that will support me in raising my 

child at home.  
  3.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO speak for myself and be heard at every step of 

the child protective services process.  
  4.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO be informed of my rights.  
  5.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO a meaningful and fair hearing before my 

parental rights are limited in any way.  
  6.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO quality legal representation.  
  7.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO support from someone who has been in my 

shoes.  
  8.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO have my child quickly placed with someone I 

trust.  
  9.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO frequent, meaningful contact with my child.  

  10.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO make decisions about my child’s life in care.  

  i  .   Th e initiative to create  From Rights to Reality  was guided by  Rise  magazine in New 
York City, the Center for the Study of Social Policy in Washington, D.C., the National 
Coalition for Parent Advocacy in Child Protective Services in Claremont, California, 
and Parents Anonymous, also in Claremont, California. Fifteen parent/professional 
advocacy and service organizations in child welfare participated in drafting the 
rights and contributed stories by mothers and fathers. Several of these organizations 
are described in this chapter.  
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  11.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO privacy.  
  12.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO fair treatment regardless of my race, culture, 

gender, or religion.  
  13.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO services that will support me in reunifying me 

with my child.  
  14.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO off er my child a lifelong relationship.  
  15.     I HAVE THE RIGHT TO meaningful participation in developing the child 

welfare policies and practices that aff ect my family and community.    

 *** 

 Although no national campaign has emerged to push for all these rights 
to become standard practice in children welfare,  ii   signifi cant eff orts have 
been made across the country to promote several of them. Th ree have 
received particular attention: the right to have meaningful participation 
in developing policies and practices that aff ect my family and community 
(15), the right to quality legal representation (6), and the right to sup-
port from someone who has been in my shoes (7). Th is chapter focuses on 
activity regarding these three rights.  

  I HAVE THE RIGHT TO MEANINGFUL PARTICIPATION IN DEVELOPING 

THE CHILD WELFARE POLICIES AND PRACTICES THAT AFFECT MY 

FAMILY AND COMMUNITY (15) 

 Th e federal government encourages parent participation in child welfare pol-
icy development but that involvement has mostly been in family support and 
family preservation programs, rather than in protective services or out-of-
home placement. One national evaluation conducted for the Department 
of Health and Human Services found that many eff orts by states to involve 
parents, where it did occur, primarily provided “one-time consumer involve-
ment.” Although the involvement “provided some short-term input, [it] did 
not support the development of a cadre of consumers who actively partici-
pated alongside professionals in problem-solving activities.” 4  

 Grassroots groups across the country, however, are promoting a sus-
tained and deeper infl uence of parent in all aspects of child welfare policy. 
Several dozen of these groups with parents who have had child welfare 
experience are working to increase parents’ infl uence in shaping child 

  ii  .   Th e document has been distributed to the 14,000 subscribers of  Rise  magazine 
and its 2,000 internet users and has been further distributed by several groups and 
individuals around the country. [Nora McCarthy (editor,  Rise),  interview with the 
author, March 28, 2011.]  
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welfare programs and policies. In most of the groups, parents are in lead-
ership positions, generally working in close partnership with profession-
als—social workers, lawyers, and/or community organizers. 

 Th ese groups range in size, strength, and location. Most are quite new, 
having been formed within the past 5 to 10 years. Th ey receive limited 
funding, have small staff s, and have had little or no formal training in 
organizing or child welfare. Th e strongest of the groups are based within 
larger antipoverty and welfare rights organizations.  iii   Th ese large organi-
zations came to realize that a substantial portion of their membership had 
overwhelming child welfare issues that had to be addressed. Th e organiza-
tions include Welfare Warriors in Milwaukee (Mothers and Grandmothers 
of the Disappeared Children is the name of the in-house child welfare 
advocacy group), Poor People’s Economic and Human Rights Campaign in 
Louisville (Women in Transition), and Every Mother is a Working Mother 
in Philadelphia (DHS-Give Us Back Our Children).  

  DHS-GIVE US BACK OUR CHILDREN, PHILADELPHIA 

 DHS-Give Us Back Our Children is the strongest of these grassroots advo-
cacy groups outside New York City in which parents and professionals are 

  iii  .   Other smaller groups are free-standing child welfare advocacy organizations that 
are not part of larger antipoverty organizations. For example, the Family Advocacy 
Movement (www.Familyadvocacymovement.com) of Omaha, Nebraska was created 
by parents and grandparents in response to Nebraska’s well-intentioned but problem-
atic “Safe Haven” law, which allows parents to voluntarily relinquish a child to state 
custody. Parents created the organization to reform child welfare so that they would 
not have to abandon their adolescent children to receive mental health services. 

 Dozens of other parent-led groups are not incorporated, and at times they are not 
even groups but individuals who feel abused by the child welfare system. For example, 
the website Kidjacked (http://kidjacked.com/about.asp) was created by Annette Hall 
who grew up in foster care and now wants to help parents whose children have been 
removed from their custody. Th e Arizona Family Rights Advocacy Institute (http://
groups.yahoo.com/group/azfra/) works on behalf of parents who have been falsely 
accused of abusing or neglecting a child. It was set up by Robin Scoins after her new-
born son was taken from her when she falsely tested positive for crystal meth because 
of sloppy testing procedures. It took 9 months for her to get her son out of foster care. 
[Sarah Fenske, “Public Enemy Number One: She Went After CPS But Now the State May 
Be Coming After Her,”  Phoenix News , March 22, 2007, http://www.phoenixnewtimes.
com/2007–03–22/news/public-enemy-number-one/.] John Ford, whose adopted 
daughter with special needs was removed from his custody, created the North Dakota 
Coalition for Child Protection Services and Foster Care Reform. He joined forces with 
Sheri McMahon, a parent whose son with disabilities was placed into foster care twice. 
Together they are trying to create a child welfare ombudsman’s offi  ce for the state. 
[Teri Finneman, “Child Services Proposal Rejected.” Posted on September 19, 2010, 
Northdakota.areavoices.com/2010/09/19/child-services-proposal-rejected/.]  
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working together to reform child welfare policies and programs. Although 
it is so new that it has not yet been incorporated and is operating with a 
tiny budget and volunteer staff , it has begun to have an infl uence on the 
high rate of removal of children by the Department of Human Services 
(DHS) in Philadelphia. 

 Its history begins with Tilli Ayala, a Latina and Native American mother 
who was in her late 30s when she began demonstrating against DHS. 5  In the 
summer of 2004 Philadelphia’s DHS removed Ayala’s children, ages 3 years 
and 6 months, from her custody. Th e charge was that her husband (now her 
former husband) had walked along a beach saying he had a baby for sale. He 
maintained it was a prank; DHS placed the two children in foster care. 

 To get her children back, Ayala did all that DHS required: She went to 
parenting classes, found a new apartment, and got a job as a home health 
care worker. Nevertheless, her children remained in foster care. In May 
2005, exasperated and angry, Ayala began a lone protest every Th ursday 
afternoon on the corner of 15th and Arch streets in Philadelphia, the site 
of DHS headquarters. 

 After almost 2 years of standing alone or with a few other mothers who 
came to the DHS offi  ce to deal with their cases, her demonstration on 
March 8, 2007 coincided with a large Women’s Day demonstration in Love 
Park across the street from the DHS offi  ce. Pat Albright was at the dem-
onstration. A former welfare recipient, Albright is an activist with Every 
Mother is a Working Mother (EMWM), a grassroots antipoverty organi-
zation with a chapter in Philadelphia. Albright invited Ayala to join their 
demonstration, and in the ensuing weeks and months members of EMWM 
marched with Ayala during her weekly demonstrations outside the DHS 
offi  ce. Th ese women included Barbara Clayton, a white grandmother, frus-
trated after years of unsuccessfully trying to gain custody of her grandson 
from DHS; Nina Boyd, a black mother living in a white neighborhood who 
had her children removed, unfairly she believed; and Mary Kalyna, a social 
worker who was fi red from a local child welfare agency because, she says, 
she identifi ed too often with her clients rather than with the agency. 

 It took months to gather a core group of women large enough to create 
an organization, but by November 2007 what would eventually be called 
DHS-Give Us Back Our Children came into being as a project of EMWM. 
Ayala left the group after about a year and a half, frustrated at her inabil-
ity to reunite with her children. Her daughter was placed with the white 
father’s mother in the suburbs; her baby son was placed with the father’s 
sister. DHS-Give Us Back Our Children continues to operate with a core 
group of eight to 10 women, about half of whom have had the experience 
of having their children placed in foster care. 
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 DHS-Give Us Back Our Children is a project of EMWM, a welfare rights 
organization founded in 1996 with roots in the 1960s and 1970s. It has 
chapters in Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and San Francisco that fi ght for 
welfare reform and the rights of poor women. 6  Eventually, EMWM rec-
ognized that many of the welfare recipients they were working with had 
children in foster care, often removed unnecessarily or illegally by DHS.  iv   
To address their problems, EMWM helped launch DHS-Give Us Back Our 
Children, a self-help, support, and action group of mothers, grandmoth-
ers, and other family members, former social workers, foster parents, and 
other supporters. Th e group works “against the unjust removal of children 
from their families by the Philadelphia Department of Human Services.” 7  
According to Phoebe Jones, who has worked with EMWM for years and 
helped create DHS-Give Us Back Our Children, “We see our job as getting 
the professionals—lawyers, case workers, housing people—to do what 
they are paid to do.” 8  

 DHS-Give Us Back Our Children staff ers hold weekly support group 
meetings for about 20 mothers who are trying to get their children back 
from DHS. Th ey act as parent advocates, accompanying mothers to court 
hearings and meetings with case workers, though none of the women has 
had formal training as parent advocates or organizers. Without a salary 
from the organization or formal training to support them, many of the 
mothers leave the group when their children are returned or in frustra-
tion when their children aren’t returned. 

 DHS-Give Us Back Our Children continues to picket against DHS on the 
fi rst Th ursday of every month, pressing for changes in the department’s 
policies and programs. In collaboration with EMWM and other groups, 
DHS-Give Us Back Our Children members participated in a demonstra-
tion on March 12, 2011 calling for a wide range of changes: end budget 
cuts, discrimination, war, poverty, and other violence. One of the stops on 
the March demonstration was at the DHS offi  ce at 15th and Arch demand-
ing help for families rather than removal of their children. 

 One of DHS-Give Us Back Our Children’s recent projects was producing 
a short fi lm  v   that profi les three women who had their children removed 

  iv  .   EMWM in Philadelphia and the women from DHS-Give Us Back Our Children 
helped form a similar group of mothers in Los Angeles called DCFS [Department of 
Children and Family Services]-Give Us Back Our Children. Th e members of the Los 
Angeles group are also unpaid volunteers and work in ways similar to DHS-Give Us 
Back Our Children in Philadelphia, trying to help individual mothers reunite with 
their children and advocate to lower the extremely high rate at which children are 
removed from their homes in Los Angeles.  

  v  .   Th e fi lm is titled  DHS-Give Us Back Our Children: Mothers and Others Come Together 
to Reclaim Children from the Foster Care Industry.   
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from their custody unfairly and struggled to be reunited with them. One 
mother, Lawanda Connelly, holds two masters degrees. In the fi lm she 
says, “If it could happen to me, it could happen to anyone else.” Th e movie 
has been shown on local public television and to groups of parents and 
their supporters in a dozen cities to nurture parent activism and to create 
bridges between those groups and DHS-Give Us Back Our Children. At a 
showing in East Harlem in May 2011 to 30 parents and their allies, many 
of the parents who struggled with the same issues were crying, remem-
bering their similar experiences. Tamek Sellars, who worked in the Bronx 
as a parent advocate at Children’s Aid Society, said, “It dredges up a lot of 
hurtful feelings. I’m still in court.” 

 Th e movie was dedicated to Robin Frazer, a mother with whom DHS-Give 
Us Back Our Children began working in 2009. Frazer had been living in a 
mental health facility that did not allow children to live there with their 
mothers. While she was still in the hospital, right after she gave birth, 
DHS removed her child because of concerns about the child’s safety as 
the mental health facility had not arranged for an alternative placement 
where the mother and child could live safely. Th e child was placed with 
someone whom Frazer disliked and with whom she did not want the baby 
placed. Although DHS-Give Us Back Our Children served as her advocate, 
it did not have a lawyer on staff ; its eff orts to have Frazer regain custody of 
her child were unsuccessful. In June 2010 Frazer committed suicide. 

 DHS-Give Us Back Our Children has had some impact on child wel-
fare policy in Philadelphia. It gained the right for advocates to sit in 
on family court hearings as allies of mothers whose children had been 
or might be removed from the home.  vi   Its criticism of DHS in several 
stories in the  Philadelphia Daily News  by Dana DiFilippo about children 
removed unfairly by DHS and mothers’ fi ghts to be reunited with their 
children was deemed unhelpful by DHS Commissioner Anne Marie 
Ambrose, who said at the time, “I’ve been called a ‘baby killer’ and a 
‘baby snatcher’ [by DHS-Give Us Back Our Children]. It hasn’t been a 
productive relationship.” 9  

 Nevertheless, DHS-Give Us Back Our Children and the articles in the 
 Philadelphia Daily News  have begun to have an impact, or at least the child 
welfare system in Philadelphia County has begun to remove fewer children 

  vi  .   A memo from the City of Philadelphia Law Department directed “staff  attor-
neys not to object to the presence of representatives from Every Mother is a Working 
Mother at court hearings . . . . ” [Barbara Ash, chief deputy city solicitor, child wel-
fare unit, City of Philadelphia Law Department, Memorandum to CW Attorneys, CW 
Legal, subject: Every Mother is a Working Mother Network, 12/14/10.]  
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from families. In the year ending March 2009, for every 1,000 children 
living in poverty, Chicago removed six children from their homes, Los 
Angeles removed 14, and Philadelphia removed 40. In the year ending in 
March 2010, the child removal rate in Philadelphia dropped by 10% faster 
than the national decrease in that year of 6.5%. 10  

 ***  

  PARENTS ANONYMOUS 

 Another organization, Parents Anonymous, is beginning to involve 
parents in reforming child welfare policy, though its focus to date has 
been on providing self-help, mentoring and training of parents. Parents 
Anonymous was founded in 1969 by a parent and a social worker to reduce 
child abuse and neglect by providing peer support for parents who are hav-
ing diffi  culty raising their children and have come into contact with the 
child welfare system; it does not focus on organizing parents. It is a large 
organization, reporting that it has 267 local affi  liates that provide weekly 
family support groups, parent training, and parent leadership programs 
through a collaboration of professionals and parents with child welfare 
experience. 11  

 Parents Anonymous’ origins and focus are similar to other self-help 
“Anonymous” groups, such as Alcoholics Anonymous or Narcotics 
Anonymous, which focus on individuals’ acknowledging their problems 
rather than focusing on their rights. As a result, Parents Anonymous’ pri-
mary impact has been on helping individual families, reported to be mil-
lions by now, rather than changing child welfare policies or programs.  vii   

  vii  .   Some individual chapters of Parents Anonymous have been more active in try-
ing to shape child welfare programs to be more responsive to the needs and rights of 
families. In New Jersey, for example, the Parents Anonymous chapter joined forces 
in about 2005 with the Statewide Parent Advocacy Network (SPAN) to press the State 
Department of Children and Families to incorporate parents who had been involved 
in the child welfare system to serve on the state’s human service advisory board and 
to have parents hired by the system. For a brief time the state child welfare agency 
was responsive to their pressure and for a time included child welfare-aff ected par-
ents on a statewide, cross-systems advisory council to provide feedback on a newly 
created Department of Children and Families. But with a new governor in 2010 and 
a new commissioner, shifts in policy priorities, budget cuts, reduced pressure from 
the resolution of a lawsuit, and the absence of organized parents pushing for change, 
the state shifted its focus to hire parents from the mental health system. As Kathy 
Roe, executive director of Parents Anonymous New Jersey, says, “Th e mental health 
system has the ‘good parents’ with the ‘bad kids.’ We serve the ‘bad parents’ with the 
‘good kids.’” [Kathy Roe (executive director, Parents Anonymous New Jersey), email 
communication with the author, March 30, 2011.]  
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A recent evaluation found it to be “a promising program for the reduction 
of child abuse and neglect.” 12  

 Recently, however, Parents Anonymous has tried to enable parents 
embroiled in the child welfare system to have a national role on policy. In 
2010 it was the driving force in creating the National Coalition of Parent 
Advocacy in Child Protective Services (www.parentadvocacy.org), consist-
ing of more than 40 organizations in 20 states and Washington, D.C. Its 
mission is “To mobilize parents/caregivers and advocacy organizations to 
create positive public policy and program changes that prevent removal 
of children from their families by child protective services, strengthen 
and ensure the rights of families whose children have been removed, and 
return children to their families.” 13  One of its fi rst activities was to create 
a bill of rights for parents in the child welfare system. Many of these rights 
are similar to those in  From Rights to Reality , although Right #15, the right 
to “meaningful participation in developing the child welfare policies and 
practices that aff ect my family and community,” is absent, perhaps refl ect-
ing the National Coalition’s focus on support groups for parents rather 
than on their participation in policy and practice.  

  I HAVE THE RIGHT TO QUALITY LEGAL REPRESENTATION (6) 

 In at least 12 states, parents do not have an absolute statutory right to coun-
sel after the initiation of child protection proceedings against them. In at 
least six states, parents do not have an absolute statutory right to coun-
sel in termination of parental rights hearings. 14,    viii   Even in states in which 
a strong statutory right exists, parents’ rights are not protected. In some 
states parents are represented by lawyers who do not specialize in child wel-
fare law and may not be knowledgeable about how to engage and assert-
ively represent their clients. Lawyers for parents are also paid very poorly in 
many jurisdictions, with no money available to pay for discovery or to pay 
lawyers to meet with their clients outside of court or to go beyond a cursory 
in-court defense. Lawyers often work alone, even though working in teams 
with social workers and/or parent advocates may be more successful. 15  

 Lawyers nationally have had some success in reforming the quality of 
legal representation for child welfare-involved parents. In an increasing 

  viii  .   Th e Supreme Court of the United States held that the Due Process Clause of 
the 14th Amendment does not automatically confer the right to counsel to indigent 
parents facing the termination of the their parental rights. [ Lassiter v. Department of 
Social Services , 452 U.S. 18 (1981) Id at 31–32.]  

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

06_Tobis_Ch 06.indd   15306_Tobis_Ch 06.indd   153 2/13/2013   9:38:15 PM2/13/2013   9:38:15 PM



[154] From Pariahs to Partners 

number of states, lawyers are required to receive training in child welfare 
law to practice in family court.  ix   Back-up support to assist lawyers or the 
families they are representing is becoming available in some jurisdictions. 
New publicly funded models of legal representation are being tried; they 
provide institutional legal representation for parents rather than repre-
sentation by a lawyer working alone. In some of these new models, lawyers 
work in teams with social workers, with paraprofessionals, and, in some 
cases, with parent advocates who have had child welfare experience. 16  

 Two of these national developments are central to improving legal rep-
resentation for parents and enabling parents’ participation in child wel-
fare proceedings. Th e fi rst is the beginnings of a national organization of 
lawyers who represent parents in child welfare. Th e second is the presence 
of parents with child welfare experience on legal teams representing par-
ents in Family Court. 

  A national organization of lawyers representing parents in child 
welfare proceedings:  Housed in the Center for Children and the Law in 
the American Bar Association (ABA) is the National Project to Improve 
Representation for Parents Involved in the Child Welfare System. Th is 
 project, which began in 2006, has been championed by Martin Guggenheim, 
a professor at New York University Law School. In 1990 he created the fi rst 
law clinic in the country whose primary focus is training lawyers to repre-
sent parents in family court.  x   Seventeen years later he successfully pushed 
New York City government to underwrite high-quality legal representa-
tion for parents in family court. Th rough the ABA’s parent representation 
project he is working with lawyers throughout the country to improve 
legal representation for parents in child welfare cases nationally. 

 Th e parent representation project provides training and technical assis-
tance for attorneys, judges, and legislators to improve legal representation of 

  ix  .   In many jurisdictions courts that handle child welfare cases are called depen-
dency courts. Th e term family court is used in this chapter to include all courts in 
which child welfare cases are heard.  

  x  .   Today only three law schools in the United States have legal clinics that focus on 
parent representation: Th e University of Michigan Law School Child Advocacy Law 
Clinic provides in-court training and classroom instruction to law students inter-
ested in child advocacy; the New York University School of Law Family Defense Clinic 
provides students with an in-depth view of child welfare policy and practice; and 
the University of the District of Columbia’s David A. Clarke School of Law, through 
its HIV/AIDS law clinic, provides students with the opportunity to represent par-
ents and guardians in child welfare proceedings in Washington. [American Bar 
Association, Center on Children and the Law,  Legal Representation for Parents in Child 
Welfare Proceedings: A Performance Based Analysis of Michigan Practice  (Washington, 
DC: ABA, 2009) available at http://abanet.org/child/parentrepresentation/michi-
gan_parent_representation_report.pdf.]  
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parents in child welfare proceedings. In August 2006 Mimi Laver, who was on 
the staff  of the ABA’s Center for Children and the Law, successfully pressed 
the ABA House of Delegates to approve Standards of Practice for Attorneys 
Representing Parents in Child Abuse and Neglect Cases, making the stan-
dards offi  cial ABA policy. 17  She is now the director of the national parent rep-
resentation project, which is underwritten by Casey Family Programs. 

 One of the project’s national activities is hosting a listserv for parents’ 
attorneys (Child-ParentsAttorneys@gmail.AmericanBar.org). Th ree hun-
dred lawyers and a few social workers, parent advocates, and parents 
across the country receive guidance in representing individual parents 
and on class action litigation from this site. Lawyers advise each other on 
legal strategy, precedents, or the names of lawyers who could represent a 
parent. Th e national parent representation project and its listserv work 
closely with Richard Wexler, executive director of the National Coalition 
for Child Protection Reform (www.NCCPR.info), which he founded in 
1991. A journalist by training, a fi ghter by temperament, Richard is a 
one man band for the rights of parents confronting the child welfare sys-
tem. On a shoestring budget, he monitors child welfare activities across 
the country, provides documentation and press releases to local groups 
fi ghting to reduce child removals, speaks on panels everywhere, blogs on 
national and local child welfare issues, maintains a website with resources 
for parents, lawyers, and advocates, and organized a national conference 
in 2008 for parent advocates and child welfare-involved parents. He has 
been one of the most eff ective forces in the country for increasing support 
for the rights and needs of parents entangled in the child welfare system. 

 Another project of the ABA’s national center is sponsoring an annual 
Reunifi cation Day to celebrate parents who have reunited with their chil-
dren. Th ese events are organized in collaboration with the National Council 
of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, the National Association of Council 
for Children, and Casey Family Programs. Th e fi rst was held in 2010 with 
20 jurisdictions across the country hosting events. In 2011 Reunifi cation 
Day became Reunifi cation Days, with events organized between Mother’s 
Day and Father’s Day to celebrate parents and to change the national per-
ception of parents with children who had been in foster care. 

 A future goal of the national parent representation project is to create 
a national membership organization for attorneys who represent parents 
in the child welfare system. Building toward that goal, in 2009 the Project 
organized the fi rst national conference of lawyers representing parents in 
child welfare proceedings and held a second national conference in 2011 
with close to 300 in attendance. Although these forums spread the word 
about the importance of adequate legal representation for parents and 
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increased the number of participants on the project’s listserv, the eco-
nomic recession and the lack of foundation funding have made it unlikely 
that a new membership organization will be created anytime soon. 18  

  Child welfare-involved parents working on legal teams repre-
senting parents in family court : In a handful of states, law fi rms have 
recently begun hiring parents who have been embroiled in the child wel-
fare system to be part of legal teams representing parents currently facing 
proceedings in family court. Th is approach refl ects the developing aware-
ness that trained parents with previous child welfare experience can gain 
the active involvement of parents, identify their needs, and make sure their 
voice is heard in the legal process. In Santa Clara County, California, the 
Dependency Advocacy Center represents parents in the local family court. 
Th e team uses parent mentors—mothers and fathers who have been through 
the child welfare system themselves, have reunited with their children, and 
have been sober for at least 5 years. In New Jersey, the Offi  ce of Parental 
Representation, a unit of the Offi  ce of the Public Defender, represents par-
ents in both pretermination and termination hearings. Th e lawyers work 
with support staff  and parent advocates to identify services for parents and 
assist them in obtaining these services and to provide traditional investiga-
tive services. Th e Vermont Parent Representation Center, founded in 2010, 
represents parents in child welfare cases and lobbies for parents at the state 
level where policy decisions are made. Th e center uses an attorney, a social 
worker, and a parent advocate as its legal team. 19  

 In Michigan, the Detroit Center for Family Advocacy, created in 2009, 
provides legal advocacy and social work services to low-income families to 
prevent unnecessary child removals and to reduce the time children spend 
in foster care. It uses a team consisting of a lawyer, social worker, and par-
ent advocate. Th e center accepts cases only from the Osborn neighborhood 
in Detroit, which has one of the highest rates of removal in the state. Th e 
story below, by Nancy Colon, describes her experience with inadequate 
legal representation and then her work as a parent on a legal team at the 
Detroit Center for Family Advocacy.  

   NANCY COLON  20  

  I Needed My Lawyer to Be My Advocate   

 From the fi rst day that the child welfare system came into my life, I felt con-

fused, afraid to ask for help and alone, with no one to guide or support me. It 

took me a long time to understand my service plan and access services. 
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 Once I found a job and a house and was getting therapy and taking parenting 

classes, I thought my kids would come home. At every court date, I expected 

my children to be released to me. Finally I asked my attorney why they were 

still in foster care and he explained that I had to complete my treatment plan 

before the court would consider reunifi cation. My attorney was friendly and 

nice, and I thought he was a good lawyer because he took the time to answer 

some of my calls and meet with me before each hearing. But now I see that he 

did not help me understand my situation. I never knew what to expect from 

the next court hearing or why we kept returning to court. He also did not chal-

lenge the court or the child welfare agency in any way. 

 At times I wanted to speak up in court. My children told me that they were 

being abused in foster care, and I wanted the agency to move them to a new fos-

ter home. But I didn’t dare to ask too many questions. I was intimidated by the 

referee and my lawyer seemed intimidated, too. He stayed quiet in court. My 

attorney could have been much more aggressive in pushing the court to return 

my children to me. Or, if I’d had an attorney at my fi rst team decision-making 

meeting, I could have gotten preventive services instead of having my children 

removed. 

 Now I am a Parent Advocate at the Detroit Center for Family Advocacy. Our 

mission is to keep kids out of foster care and reduce the number of children 

in care by providing legal assistance, support, and resources to families. I am 

proud to sit with the parents and provide support. I share my story and encour-

age parents to get help and to advocate for themselves.     

  I HAVE THE RIGHT TO SUPPORT FROM SOMEONE WHO 

HAS BEEN IN MY SHOES (7) 

 Before 1994 there were almost no parents employed in the child welfare 
system anywhere in the country. Today several hundred parent advo-
cates—parents who have had children placed in foster care, changed their 
lives, reunited with their children, and been trained as advocates—are 
working in child welfare agencies throughout the country to engage fami-
lies, to assist them, and to link them with a range of services. 

 Some research has evaluated the use of parent advocates as mentors 
or partners of parents whose children are in foster care. 21  Th e studies 
have generally shown that these parent engagement programs using par-
ent mentors “are growing in number nationally but they largely remain 
untested . . . Nonetheless, preliminary results are promising and anecdotal 
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feedback from parents and social workers is positive.” 22  Some of these 
programs truly enable parents to better negotiate the child welfare sys-
tem, to fi ght for the best interests of their families, and to help bring their 
voices to case decision making. In other situations, though, agencies have 
used peer support or parent mentors to bend parents to the wishes of the 
agency, which may not always be in the best interest of the children or 
their families. 

 Th e Annie E. Casey Foundation (AECF) had been the main organiza-
tion promoting the use nationally of parents with child welfare experi-
ence to engage and then provide ongoing support to parents encountering 
the same experience. AECF is the largest and most infl uential foundation 
in the country focusing on reforming child welfare systems. It was estab-
lished in 1948 by Jim Casey, one of the founders of United Parcel Service 
(UPS). Th e foundation primarily works through state and local govern-
ments, providing grants and technical assistance to fashion more innova-
tive and cost-eff ective responses to the needs of children and families.  xi   

 AECF’s focus was not primarily to involve parents with child welfare 
experience in parent organizing, to increase the power of parents, or to 
have parents infl uence child welfare policy; its goal was to have parents 
hired (or, more often, to work part-time with stipends) in child welfare 
agencies to engage parents and provide ongoing guidance and emotional 
support to those who are struggling to be reunited with their children. 
Th is work had been done through AECF’s Parents as Partners program, 
part of a larger initiative called Family to Family. By the time the Family 
to Family ended in 2009, dozens of urban areas in more than 20 states 
had participated. Family to Family focused on reforming foster care by 
making it less disruptive to people’s lives, more individualized, and more 
culturally sensitive and community based. 23  It was primarily in this last 
area—partnerships with communities—that AECF promoted parents 
with child welfare experience to work in foster care agencies. 

  xi  .   Casey Family Programs (CFP), founded in 1966, was also established by Jim 
Casey. It aims to provide foster care, improve foster care, and ultimately reduce the 
need for foster care in the United States. It is the largest operating foundation in the 
United States that focuses exclusively on foster care and reforming the child welfare 
system. Its primary goal is to reduce the number of children in foster care by 50% by 
the year 2020.[http://www.casey.org/AboutUs/.]  

CFP has also promoted the engagement of parents and their participation in shap-
ing child welfare programs and policies. Its approach is similar to the strategy of 
AECF—working with state, county, and city governments through a comprehen-
sive reform strategy, often including parent engagement and participation. CFP has 
supported parent engagement initiatives in many of the states in which AECF is 
involved, as well as in other states.  
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 In 2001, as a national movement was developing for parents with child 
welfare experience to have a role in child welfare decisions and practice, 
AECF convened a national forum in Los Angeles on its Family to Family 
program. It invited a small, informal theater group of parents who had 
been entangled in the child welfare system to act out the parents’ experi-
ences and aspirations concerning the child welfare system. Th e theater 
group was created by a New York City foster care agency, St. Christopher’s, 
one of the fi rst agencies in the country to hire a parent who had had a 
child placed into foster care. St. Christopher’s began hiring such parents 
in 1994.  xii   

 Sandra Jimenez, an ebullient, articulate, and fast talking former child 
welfare parent, was in the group that performed for AECF.  xiii   She had been 
a court stenographer in New York City, started using drugs, and lost one 
child to foster care and others to relatives. She became sober, participated 
in the Child Welfare Organizing Project’s (CWOP) 6-month training for 
parents, and became an eff ective spokeswoman for parents’ rights in child 
welfare. 

 About a year after the performance, Jimenez became a consultant to 
AECF. In that role, she modifi ed the CWOP training curriculum to create 
a 3-day parent training program called Building a Better Future for the 
foundation. Th e curriculum she developed focused primarily on parent 
engagement rather than on organizing parents or on policy reform. It is 
used to train parents with child welfare experience to be mentors to other 
parents. As the AECF was spreading its Family to Family Program across 
the country, in about 2002 it began to introduce parents with child welfare 

  xii  .   St. Christopher’s at the time was headed by a charismatic, iconoclastic Latino 
named Luis Medina, who, among other reforms, hired parents with child welfare 
experience. He was seen as a visionary leader and excellent administrator, receiving 
the Child Welfare League of America’s Outstanding Management Award in 1998, 
and expanded the number of children in the agency’s care. For reasons that no one 
can fully explain, he stopped paying attention to the agency’s aff airs and eventually 
the Administration for Children’s Services held him responsible for encouraging or 
turning a blind eye to the falsifi cation of agency case records. Th e city terminated its 
foster care contracts with St. Christopher’s in 2005 and Medina left the agency. [“St. 
Christopher’s, Inc. Receives Outstanding Management Award from Child Welfare 
League of America,”  Progress  (Winter 1998–99): 1; Leslie Kaufman, “Foster Children 
at Risk and an Opportunity Lost,”  New York Times,  November 5, 2007. ]   

  xiii  .   St. Christopher’s received grants from the Child Welfare Fund beginning in 
1994 to give parents a stronger voice and a greater role in program and policy devel-
opment and accountability at the agency. Th e grant was used to create the Family 
Council (which assessed the agency’s progress regarding client participation) and 
to train parent advocates. Sandra Jimenez was one of the parent advocates trained 
by and working for St. Christopher’s. [Child Welfare Fund, Summary of Grants, 
1993–1994.]  
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experience into its Family to Family programs as a way to engage parents 
currently embroiled in child welfare disputes. Th e fi rst site where parents 
underwent training—under the guidance of Jimenez and her training 
partner, Randy Jenkins, a social worker—was in Louisville, Kentucky. 
Soon AECF expanded to Detroit, Michigan, Raleigh, North Carolina, 
Contra Costa County and Los Angeles, California, and, eventually, to Cedar 
Rapids and Des Moines, Iowa. AECF provided start-up funds for the state 
child welfare agency to implement a Parents as Partners Program, which 
included some combination of training, technical assistance, support for 
state oversight and administration, and funds for stipends or salaries for 
trained parents. Voluntary child welfare agencies that contracted with the 
government agency hired the parents, most often as part-time workers 
receiving a stipend and no benefi ts. 

 Th e parents who worked part-time had small caseloads of fi ve to 10 fam-
ilies; those who worked full-time had larger caseloads. All of the parent 
mentors engaged in a wide range of activities, most often helping parents 
negotiate the child welfare system. Th ey visited families in their homes to 
give emotional support and helped mothers accomplish what they needed 
to do to reunite with their children. Th ey accompanied mothers to health, 
welfare, or legal appointments. Th ey went to family court with mothers, 
though they were generally not permitted to speak in the court proceed-
ing on the mother’s behalf. 

 In 2009, at the end of AECF’s involvement in Parents as Partners, roughly 
200 parents with child welfare experience were working in child welfare 
agencies in eight states that had received money from AECF.  xiv   Th e par-
ents primarily worked in contracted child welfare agencies on part-time 
stipends, though a few worked as full-time salaried staff  with benefi ts. 
Almost none was employed by a public child welfare agency. 

 Evaluations conducted at several of the most robust AECF-supported 
Parents as Partners sites found that the use of parents with child wel-
fare experience strengthened case practice, enhanced how parents felt 
about their child welfare experience, and improved rates of reunifi ca-
tion of children and their families. One study looked at the outcomes for 

  xiv  .   Th e states were California (Los Angeles, Alameda, Contra Costa County), Iowa 
(Cedar Rapids, Des Moines, Iowa City), Kentucky (Louisville, Northern Bluegrass 
Region), Maine (Portland), Michigan (Detroit), Missouri (St. Louis), North Carolina 
(Raleigh), and Ohio (Cleveland). Th ese fi gures are based on a small, informal survey 
in February and March 2011, conducted by Lisa Paine Wells, consultant to AECF. 
Th e survey gathered information from Casey-supported sites in which parents with 
child welfare experience worked in a Parents as Partners Program. Additional par-
ents with child welfare experience are working in other states, supported in part by 
Casey Family Programs.  
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children whose parents were served by Parent Partners in Contra Costa 
County after their children were placed in foster care. Th e study compared 
their outcomes with those for children whose families were not served 
by Parent Partners. Approximately 60% of children with a Parent Partner 
reunifi ed with their parents within 12 months of removal, compared to 
26% of children whose parents were not served. Th e study also found that 
“parents [served by Parent Partners] had an exceptionally high degree of 
satisfaction with the services received.” For the parent mentor, the expe-
rience “was personally redemptive as well.” 24  

 Another evaluation, of the AECF-supported Parent Advocate Program 
in Jeff erson County, Kentucky, looked at 374 families served between 
September 2005 and April 2008. Although the families that had the 
help of a parent advocate had higher risk ratings for family problems 
than families not served by a parent advocate, 70.3% of children exit-
ing out-of-home care and served by parent advocates were reunifi ed 
with their parents, compared to 56.7% of families without a parent 
advocate. 25  

 When AECF ended support for its Parents as Partners programs in 2009, 
there have been mixed results in sustaining these programs, despite the 
very positive evaluations. As of 2011, several states had continued their 
programs using a combination of state and federal funds, local foundation 
support, or money from United Way. Michigan, for example, had 20 par-
ents each working as many as 30 hours a week both during and after the 
period of support from the AECF and CFP. Iowa was able to expand its pro-
gram after the departure of the AECF. As described in detail below, 63 par-
ents with child welfare experience work in 49 of the state’s 99 counties. 

 On the other hand, several states have not provided fi nancial support to 
sustain their programs. In Raleigh, which had had six parent partners, the 
program ended. In the Louisville area, the number of parents working in 
the child welfare system decreased from 20 at the program’s height to 11 
in 2011. Th ose who remained receive stipends only for part-time work.  

  PARENT PARTNERS, IOWA 

 Iowa is the state in which the Parents as Partners program has been most 
successful in terms of garnering government funding, replication beyond 
the few AECF-funded sites, and the likely long-term sustainability of the 
program. Parents as Partners is now part of the Department of Human 
Services (DHS) Community Partnership for Protecting Children, a series 
of programs and approaches to improve child welfare practice by blending 
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the work and expertise of professionals and community residents, includ-
ing parents who have had children in the foster care system. 26  

 Th e Community Partnership is coordinated by an activist turned gov-
ernment administrator, Lisa Lint, who spent her early career running an 
organization of women in Montana who had been victims of domestic vio-
lence and then volunteered to help other women struggling with similar 
problems. For the past 11 years she has worked for the Iowa DHS. She is 
both a strong administrator and a champion of the program, working to 
maintain the continued support from the DHS leadership while ensuring 
the program’s values and integrity on the ground. Her leadership has been 
an essential ingredient in the program’s success. 

 One of the projects she oversees as part of the Community Partnership 
is the Parent Partners program that promotes and funds the employ-
ment of parents with child welfare experience in child welfare agencies. 
Each parent partner has a caseload of individual families who are try-
ing to reunite with their children. Th ey attend team decision meetings 
(which are similar to the aforementioned family team conferences in 
New York City), go to court or other appointments with their client par-
ents, and provide emotional support to the families. Th at their work is 
not an isolated intervention but part of other reforms—increased use 
of preventive services, more placements in kinship families, lower case-
loads among case workers, and quality assurance reviews—is another 
reason for the program’s success. Th e following profi le of Denise Moore 
describes a mother with child welfare experience who became a Parent 
Partner in Iowa.  

  DENISE MOORE 

   Prof ile by Andrew White  27    

 Denise Moore began using drugs when she was a teenager. By age 26, she was 

a mother of two and addicted to methamphetamine. Twelve years later, preg-

nant with her sixth child and dealing drugs, police recorded her on a wire sell-

ing meth to an undercover cop. Moore ended up on intensive probation—and 

the state sent her children to live with her mother and brother. “I was missing 

from their lives long before that,” she says today. 

 But Moore continued to get high. “I couldn’t stop using,” she says. She wanted 

her kids back, so she’d go to Alcoholics Anonymous meetings, but she was still 

getting high. “I kept thinking I could beat the system.” One day her caseworker 
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from Iowa’s child welfare agency, the Department of Human Services (DHS), 

sat her down in front of her kids and told them she had relapsed yet again. “I 

saw my son’s face fall,” Moore recalls. “He was crushed. I didn’t believe in AA. 

But I saw this face, and I stopped using.” 

 She’s been clean ever since. “My life would not have changed without that case-

worker,” she says, pushing her long hair away from her face to reveal her habit-

ual, genuine smile. 

 Today, 4 years later, Moore shakes her head in disbelief at the turn her life 

has taken. Her 19-year-old son is in college on a football scholarship, and she 

is raising her other fi ve children, ages 4 to 17, while working full-time with 

DHS and its Polk County offi  ce, in Des Moines. She helps other parents put 

the pieces of their lives back together so they can get their kids back from 

foster care—or avoid losing them in the fi rst place. “No one is more credible 

to these families than someone who has done meth,” explains DHS child pro-

tective social worker Tracy White. Moore and a half dozen other women with 

fi rst-hand experience of the child welfare system lead training sessions with 

child protective caseworkers, helping the workers to understand exactly why 

people like them—former addicts, survivors of domestic violence, women who 

have found their way back to being nurturing parents—can be very eff ective 

at encouraging other parents to work with the agency, to do what’s right for 

themselves and their kids. 

 Th ey know what it takes to get the agency out of their lives. Another part 

of Moore’s job is to coordinate the Polk County Community Partnership for 

Protecting Children (CPPC), one of dozens of partnerships started across the 

state in recent years that aim to break down the walls that have long divided 

child welfare agencies from the larger community. Th rough the partnership, 

Moore sits at the policymaking table with high-level child welfare offi  cials, 

juvenile court judges, nonprofi t executive directors, and frontline caseworkers 

and their supervisors. She organizes community leaders, activists, and other 

parents to take part in the governing council that helps guide improvements 

in the county’s child protection and foster care system. 

 In a DHS district offi  ce that manages 5,000 investigations each year, has 

responsibility for 1,000 foster children, and oversees another 1,100 children 

living with relatives, community people such as Denise Moore have an infl uen-

tial voice. For Moore, this is a radical and almost inconceivable change in her 

life. “One and a half years ago I couldn’t get a job at the Dollar Store or Perkins 

Restaurant because of my felony,” she says. “It’s an honor to do what we do,” 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

06_Tobis_Ch 06.indd   16306_Tobis_Ch 06.indd   163 2/13/2013   9:38:16 PM2/13/2013   9:38:16 PM



[164] From Pariahs to Partners 

she adds, as she travels from one mid-day meeting to the next with one of her 

fellow parent advocates. “Who would have ever thought that people like us 

would do what we do?”   

 *** 

 Th e Parent Partner Program began in Iowa in 2007 with support from 
AECF. It took a full year to convince the leadership of Iowa’s DHS to invite 
Casey-funded trainers to come to the state to present the idea of Parent 
Partners and to train parents to work with families. But once the leader-
ship of DHS saw the approach fi rst-hand, they embraced it and have been 
supporters ever since. Parent Partners in Iowa has grown from a small 
program of 17 parents in four sites to 13 sites covering 49 of the 99 coun-
ties of Iowa. By March 2011, 63 Parent Partners were working with 262 
families who had children in foster care. 28  Th ey work part-time, receiving 
$10 an hour without benefi ts. 

 Th e parent partners, along with the site coordinator and a local DHS 
representative, are trained in the standard 3-day workshop developed by 
AECF. Th e training is conducted by a professional social worker and a par-
ent who has had child welfare experience. It is designed to give the train-
ees a greater understanding of the child welfare process and to provide 
them with the skills to assist parents to move more successfully through 
the child welfare system. “Th e training is more of a facilitated discussion 
than a formal training,” says Sandy Lint, who participated in it. 29  Jimenez, 
who developed the training, calls it “Self-Advocacy 101.” 30  

 Th e Parent Partner program grew rapidly, and though its leadership 
would like to set up programs in all counties in Iowa by 2013, the program 
is not expanding and its future funding is not certain. Currently the fund-
ing for Parent Partners comes primarily from state government, with local 
programs weaving in money from federal, nonprofi t and private grants. 
Nevertheless, the program is still not part of the institutionalized child 
welfare funding. For that to happen, state DHS would have to require the 
large, powerful, statewide nonprofi t providers who contract with the state 
to provide child welfare services to include Parent Partners in their pro-
gramming. Instead, agencies will be “required to respond how they will 
participate in statewide conversations on Parent Partners,” says Lint. Th at 
is a long way away from the state requiring agencies to hire parents with 
child welfare experience. According to Lint, “Cultural change takes a long 
time. I’ve seen quite a few initiatives come and go. And we always reach this 
point, but we don’t have the resources to do it right and on a big scale.” 31  

 *** 
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 Unprecedented activity by child welfare-involved parents and their 
allies has slowly spread across the country, inspired by the example of 
CWOP and the reforms and reformers in New York City. Th ese activities 
have been funded primarily by the Annie E. Casey Foundation and Casey 
Family Programs. A few city and state governments have also provided 
money, but most local governments, as well as the federal government, 
have been slow to support these initiatives. 

 In most states the parents’ bill of rights contained in  From Rights to 
Reality  is still more a goal than a reality. Generally parents do not have 
a meaningful voice in shaping child welfare policy, though parent and 
professional partnerships do exist in isolated locations to infl uence child 
welfare policy. For the most part, these groups are small and operate in 
hostile environments, limiting their impact. 

 Similarly most parents still do not have adequate legal representation 
in family court and even fewer have a parent advocate working on their 
legal team. Nevertheless, lawyers and advocates across the country, spear-
headed by the national parent representation project at the ABA and by 
the National Coalition on Child Protection Reform, are working on behalf 
of parents, at times in direct collaboration with them, to expand their 
rights and improve their legal representation in family court. 

 Much of the parent activity across the country focuses on getting par-
ents fi rmly engaged in their own cases. Andrew White, director of the 
Center for New York City Aff airs and a professor of urban aff airs at the 
New School University, in 2008 reviewed the Family to Family programs in 
California, Iowa, and Washington, D.C., which include the Parent Partners 
program that uses parent mentors to prompt child welfare clients to 
become engaged in their cases. He concluded that “Th ese initiatives have 
all reached a size, a level of visibility and a degree of philosophical invest-
ment by powerful public sector supporters that they appear unlikely to be 
washed away by any radical shift in government priorities.” 32  

 After Casey’s catalytic involvement in Parent Partners ended in 2009, 
several of the programs in Casey’s 20 target states have been sustained and 
two or three jurisdictions have increased the number of Parent Partners. 
But several of the programs have decreased the number of Parent Partners 
and one state ended its program because of lack of funds. 

 Th e recent involvement across the country of child welfare-aff ected 
parents and their allies—foundations, lawyers, advocates, and leaders 
in government and service agencies—is hopeful. It is far from certain, 
however, that parents’ involvement nationally will become a permanent 
or prominent feature of the child welfare system. It seems likely, though, 
that without continued parent activism and pressure from parents and 
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their allies, the practices of having parents work in child welfare agen-
cies, of parents having broad legal rights in and out of family court, and 
of parents participating in child welfare policy debates will remain on the 
margins of case practice. 

 What is happening across the country is primarily engaging parents to 
participate more fully in the status quo with all of its limitations. Parent 
participation is not primarily focused on creating and using the power 
of parents as a collective force for change. Th e example of CWOP and the 
parents’ movement in New York has taken root in only a very few cities. 
Th e impact of parent participation in child welfare across the country is 
still limited.         
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     CHAPTER 7 

 What Improved, What Hasn’t, 
and What’s Beginning to Slip   

   In 1995 New York City had one of the worst child welfare systems in the 
United States. It had staggered from crisis to reform and back to crisis 

for at least the previous half century. Th at year roughly 50,000 families, 
most of them poor and black or Latino, were investigated by child pro-
tective services for neglecting or abusing their children. Among the third 
who were found to have maltreated their children—most often because of 
problems involving poverty, unskilled parenting, substance abuse, or poor 
housing—about half received no assistance nor did the city remove the 
children from their homes. 1  Often the families’ diffi  culties festered until 
the situation exploded. Th en the city’s response was to place the children 
into foster care at an alarming rate. In the early 1990s, the number of 
foster children reached almost 50,000, more than any other time in the 
city’s history. Less traumatic and less expensive interventions could have 
protected many of these children and kept them with their families. 

 Since the mid-1990s parents who have been embroiled in the child welfare 
system and their allies have worked with leaders in the city’s Administration 
for Children’s Services (ACS) to reform New York City’s child welfare sys-
tem. Th eir eff orts brought about unprecedented improvements that are more 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

07_Tobis_Ch 07.indd   16707_Tobis_Ch 07.indd   167 2/13/2013   9:39:00 PM2/13/2013   9:39:00 PM



[168] From Pariahs to Partners 

profound, provide more benefi ts to children and families, and appear to be 
longer lasting than any reforms in the recent past. Toward the end of the fi rst 
decade of the twenty-fi rst century, the child welfare rollercoaster reached a 
high point, though recent budget cuts and shifts in focus by both ACS and 
advocacy groups have caused the system to slip backward. 

 Th is chapter describes the changes that have taken place in child wel-
fare in New York City in the years between 1996—when Mayor Rudolph 
Giuliani and the City Council created ACS after the death of Elisa Izquierdo 
and the fi ling of  Marisol v. Giuliani —and 2011, when ACS Commissioner 
John Mattingly left offi  ce. During those 15 years, ACS and the voluntary 
agencies, the courts, and the state and the federal governments put into 
place thousands of changes in policies, funding, programs, administra-
tion, staffi  ng, legal representation, monitoring, training, and the rela-
tionship between the public and the private sectors. It would be tedious 
to recount all of these reforms and the twists and turns along the way.  i   
Instead, this chapter focuses on the changes that had the greatest eff ects 
on children and families, and even then I have had to be selective, choos-
ing what I think are the most important issues. Th e chapter reviews what 
has improved, what has not, and what has begun to regress. In many of 
the areas, the changes are not exclusively positive or negative, but more 
nuanced. I’ll try to briefl y describe those diff erences.  

  WHAT HAS IMPROVED 

 Th e three most important changes in New York City’s child welfare system 
between 1996 and 2011 were a reduction in the number of children in fos-
ter care, improved legal representation for parents, and the participation 

  i  .   For those who are interested in an inside baseball review of changes in the child 
welfare system, several reports will help, though they cover only part of what has 
changed in New York City’s system since 1996. Th e fi rst source is the 21 issues of 
the  Child Welfare Watch  produced between 1997 and 2012. Th ey provide an analysis 
of the broadest range of issues in child welfare in New York City during the period 
1996–2011. A second source is Children’s Rights, Inc.,  At the Crossroads: Better 
Infrastructure, Too Few Results  (July 2007). It reviews changes from about 2000 to 
2006 in signifi cant areas of child protection, foster care, preventive services, and 
the family court. Another report, by Children’s Rights,  Th e Long Road Home: A Study 
of Children Stranded in New York City Foster Care  (November 2009), reviews the case 
records of 153 children who had a permanency goal of return to parents or adoption 
and were in foster care for more than 2 years as of September 30, 2008. Both reports 
are fi lled with scores of indicators on the progress and lack of progress in child wel-
fare. A fourth source is Citizens’ Committee for Children,  Th e Wisest Investment: New 
York City’s Preventive Service System  (April 2010), which is a review of changes in pre-
ventive services between 1995 and 2010.  
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of child welfare-aff ected parents in child welfare programs, in shaping 
policies, and in their own cases.  

  REDUCTION IN THE NUMBER OF CHILDREN IN FOSTER CARE  II   

 Th e number of children in foster care decreased from its highest point in 
the city’s history, 49,365 in fi scal year 1992, 2  to its lowest point of 13,781 
in May 2012. 3  Th e number of youngsters in care remained below 17,000 
for 6 years starting in fi scal year 2006. Th is extraordinary reduction of 
almost 75% is the result of fewer children being removed from their fam-
ilies as well as of children being returned home more quickly. Whereas 
12,000 children were removed from their homes in fi scal year 1998, 6,313 
were removed in fi scal 2011. 4  

 Several factors have contributed to the dramatic decrease in the num-
ber of children in foster care. First, child welfare has two competing goals. 
One is to protect children; the other is to strengthen families, so parents 
can better care for their children. Although these two imperatives com-
pete, protecting children had long been the dominant approach both in 
New York City and around the United States. Beginning in the last years 
of the twentieth century, there was a shift in New York City’s child welfare 
system toward supporting families before the extreme measure of remov-
ing a child from the home is taken. In 1996 ACS’s mission statement said 
that “Any ambiguity regarding the safety of the child will be resolved in 
favor of removing the child from harm’s way.” 5  As of 2011, the statement 
read: “Children’s Services’ mission is to ensure the safety and well-being of 
New York City children.” 6  To carry out this new approach, families receive 
assistance from preventive service agencies with whom ACS has con-
tracts. Th ese agencies provide case management, parent training, anger 
management, and general psychological counseling, as well as referrals to 
community-based service providers for respite care,  iii   day care, homemak-
ing aid, alcohol or substance abuse treatment, medical and health services, 
housing assistance, and job training. 7  

  ii  .   Consistent ACS data sets are often not available that cover both the fi rst decade 
of the twenty-fi rst century and the period before 2000. Th is chapter therefore fre-
quently relies on “Watching the Numbers” from the  Child Welfare Watch,  which uses 
ACS and New York State’s Offi  ce of Child and Family Services data to report New York 
City child welfare trends from fi scal year 1992 to fi scal year 2011.  

  iii  .   Respite care is the provision of a person to provide short-term, temporary relief 
to those who are caring for a child who might otherwise require placement in foster 
care.  
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 In 1996, 28,872 children were in families receiving preventive services; 
by 2002, 33,537 children were members of such families. 8  For much of 
the ensuing decade the number remained similarly high (33,022 in 2008), 
but beginning in 2009 there was a signifi cant decrease in the number of 
children receiving preventive services. Th e total fell to 27,532 in fi scal year 
2010 and to 23,294 in fi scal year 2011. 9  Th is decrease, with its potential 
for undermining the reforms that have strengthened families and reduced 
the number of children in care, is discussed below. 

 In the past when parents were investigated and found to have neglected 
or abused a child, more often than not the only response from the city 
was to remove the child from the home, rather than assist the family in 
overcoming its troubles. Here, too, a change in the city’s approach is evi-
dent. In January 2006, almost 45% of indicated cases of abuse and neglect 
were closed without services. In January 2009, only 14% of such cases 
were closed without services, though many of the families were referred 
to community-based services with no follow-up by ACS reported to deter-
mine if the services were provided. 10  

 Th e shift in ACS’s policy toward an emphasis on helping families rather 
than removing children, and the provision of social services for fami-
lies in diffi  culty, enabled many more children to remain safely with their 
families. Th e approach, however, as implemented by ACS, has not been 
without problems. First, many more children and families need assistance 
than are currently helped by preventive service agencies. Th e increase in 
the number of children and families receiving preventive services has 
been far less than proportional to the decrease in the number of chil-
dren in foster care. According to a survey of preventive service agencies 
conducted by the Citizens’ Committee for Children, the preventive ser-
vice system operated at approximately 100% of capacity between 2006 
and 2010. Twenty-six of 31 preventive programs surveyed reported they 
had turned away families in the prior 6-month period because their pro-
grams were full. 11  And the problem is compounded by the fact that many 
of the most important services families need are consistently not avail-
able, including mental health services, housing assistance, and substance 
abuse treatment. 12  

 During the period of reform, ACS for the most part successfully resisted 
the knee-jerk reaction of so many other jurisdictions: Remove children 
from their families and keep them in care as a reaction to political pres-
sure after a high-profi le death of a child. Th e city has made substantial 
progress in helping families, but by 2011 it had become clear that the gains 
might be insuffi  cient or, worse, undermined without additional services to 
help vulnerable families.  
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  IMPROVED LEGAL REPRESENTATION FOR PARENTS 

 In 1962 New York State created the Juvenile Rights Division of New York’s 
Legal Aid Society to provide lawyers to represent children in Family Court. 
Th at offi  ce currently represents an average of 34,000 children annually 
in the fi ve boroughs of New York City in child protection, termination of 
parental rights, Persons In Need of Supervision (PINS) petitions, and juve-
nile justice proceedings. 13  During the next 45 years neither the city nor 
the state created a comparable offi  ce for lawyers to represent parents in 
Family Court. 14  Instead parents whose children were about to be removed 
from their homes, who wanted their children returned to them, or who 
faced termination of their parental rights had only meager legal represen-
tation. As  Th e New York Times  wrote in a 1996 editorial:

  Parents who are about to lose their children because of abuse or neglect are 

often at a legal disadvantage. Welfare authorities have the legal muscle of the 

city behind them. Th e children are generally represented by an experienced 

Legal Aid lawyer with a support network of social workers. But the parents are 

generally stuck with harried court-appointed lawyers who are juggling many 

cases, and who often show up unprepared and late for hearings. 15    

 Until 2007, all poor parents in Family Court proceedings were repre-
sented by these lawyers (called 18B panel attorneys) who were underpaid, 
worked without an offi  ce or assistance from paralegals or social workers, 
and whose clients were unable to speak with them between court appear-
ances. 16  It was not surprising that in 1996 parents prevailed in only 1.6% 
of fact fi nding hearings, the Family Court equivalent of a trial. 17  

 Legal representation for parents in New York City Family Court 
changed dramatically in 2007 when the New York City Offi  ce of the 
Criminal Justice Coordinator provided $9.4 million to pay three exist-
ing, well-regarded legal offi  ces to represent about half of the parents who 
appear in child removal proceedings in Family Court in the Bronx (Bronx 
Defenders), Brooklyn (Brooklyn Family Defense Project of Legal Services 
NYC), and Manhattan (Center for Family Representation). In 2011 the 
Center for Family Representation received the contract to represent par-
ents in Queens. Th e other half of the parents in those boroughs, and all 
poor parents on Staten Island, continue to be represented by the 18B panel 
attorneys. 

 Th e story of how this historic change came about illustrates how gov-
ernment sometimes operates against its own best interests and against 
the best interests of the people it serves. Th e idea of separate legal services 
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for parents had been championed for years by New York University law 
professor Martin Guggenheim. He is a passionate advocate for parents’ 
rights, even above children’s rights, and in 1990 he created the fi rst law 
school program in the United States that trains lawyers to represent par-
ents in family court. His legal expertise and his persuasive, logical, under-
stated speech led all three child welfare commissioners from 1996 to 2011 
to include Guggenheim on their advisory boards, despite his dedication to 
representing parents rather than the children.  iv   

 In 1992 Guggenheim, with the support of the administrative judge of 
New York City’s Family Court, Kathryn McDonald, convened a meeting 
with the deputy mayor for criminal justice services, Fritz Alexander II, 
and the head of the Offi  ce of Court Administration, Matt Crossen. “I made 
a persuasive case that funding quality legal representation for parents 
would save the city considerable money because the foster care popula-
tion would get smaller,” Guggenheim says. He then learned what he refers 
to as “the lesson of broken government.” He was meeting with Alexander 
because his offi  ce oversaw the city’s criminal justice coordinator (CJC) and 
pays for legal services for parents. But Alexander had no responsibility 
for foster care. “He turned to me and told me that, although I may well be 
right about how his spending more money on lawyers might save the city 
on foster care, . . . I was asking him to spend more of his budget on lawyers 
and whatever savings it might achieve would not be part of his budget,” 
says Guggenheim. 

 He was confronted with another of poverty’s Catch 22s. “I had the support 
of the chief administrative judge and the Offi  ce of Court Administration. 
But the person who had to agree for this to happen only wanted to know 
how the plan would help him. Recognizing that it wouldn’t, he turned me 
down.” 

 Why then did John Feinblatt, the criminal justice coordinator under 
Mayor Michael Bloomberg, agree to fund institutional representation for 
parents in Family Court in 2007? Guggenheim speculates:

  I think the main catalyst for this change was the  Nicholson  lawsuit. More pre-

cisely, after Judge Weinstein [who was the judge for the lawsuit] ruled that the 

city had to pay 18B lawyers $90 per hour for court-assigned representation of 

parents accused of neglect when they were themselves victims of domestic vio-

lence, the long movement to raise the rates of assigned counsel fi nally resulted 

in legislative action. Once the legislature raised the rates to $75 per hour for 

Family Court lawyers (up from $40 per hour for in-court and $25 per hour for 

  iv  .   Commission Richter appointed Guggenheim to his advisory board in 2011.  
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out-of-court), the CJC fi nally had an incentive to try to limit costs. Since he 

knew his budget was about to soar, he started paying serious attention to an 

alternative to the 18B arrangement. In short, the goal for the change may sim-

ply have been to save money within the same budget. 18    

 Guggenheim argues that even though the city provides funding to cover 
not quite half of all families against whom a petition to remove their 
child has been fi led, adequate legal representation for parents in Family 
Court is the most important change to improve the legal rights of parents 
since the founding of Family Court. “It is not much of an exaggeration 
to say that there was no lawyering going on for the past 40 years to sup-
port families in Family Court,” Guggenheim said in 2010. 19  At present, 
according to former Family Court Judge Bryanne Hamill, these new pub-
lic interest law fi rms provide “some of the best lawyering I’ve seen in any 
court.” 20  

 One of the important changes in legal representation is that two of the 
three law fi rms provide parents with a multidisciplinary legal team con-
sisting of a lawyer, a social worker, and a parent advocate who previously 
had a child in foster care. Th e team provides holistic support for families, 
recognizing that families need guidance and social services as well as legal 
representation to prevent placement of a child in foster care or make reu-
nifi cation of the family possible. 

 Th e results have been impressive. Th e Center for Family Representation 
reported that in 2011, it “kept 73% of our clients’ children out of foster 
care entirely. For those who entered and left care their median stay was 
just 2.2 months, signifi cantly shorter than the New York State median of 
19.9 months and the New York City median of 6.4 months.” 21  

 Th e legal glass for parents, however, is less than half full. Approximately 
half of poor families are still represented in Family Court by overworked 
18B panel attorneys. Staten Island, the borough that in 2011 had the com-
munity district with the highest number of children in the city placed in 
foster care (St. George/Stapleton), still does not have a city-funded public 
interest law fi rm to represent parents in Family Court. 22  

 A second problem is that public funding does not cover legal represen-
tation before a family appears in Family Court. When families investi-
gated by child protective services have problems that may contribute to 
neglect or abuse—such as housing, utilities, welfare, health, and/or mari-
tal issues—these public interest law fi rms are not paid to provide the legal 
assistance needed to address them. As a result, these diffi  culties often go 
unaddressed until the family appears in Family Court, at which point ACS 
seeks to remove a child. 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

07_Tobis_Ch 07.indd   17307_Tobis_Ch 07.indd   173 2/13/2013   9:39:03 PM2/13/2013   9:39:03 PM



[174] From Pariahs to Partners 

 Finally, Family Court judges are still notoriously overloaded with cases 
causing long delays in families reuniting with their children. Although the 
caseload burden was documented as early as 1991, the number of Family 
Court judges has not increased since then. Th is was true even after the 
number of cases coming before the judges increased as a result of the 2005 
New York State Permanency Law, which mandated two, instead of the pre-
vious one, permanency hearings per year for children in foster care. In May 
2009 the 26 judges in the child protection specialty had an average case-
load of 774 children. Such enormous caseloads contribute to long delays in 
the hearing of cases. In 2008 the mean length of time from a child’s entry 
into care (remand) and the determination that the child should be placed 
in care (disposition) was 14 months, a very long time in a child’s life to be 
away from his or her parents. 23   

  THE PARTICIPATION OF CHILD WELFARE-AFFECTED PARENTS 

 Before 1996 parents involved with the child welfare system had little say 
about what happened to their children and almost no say about the child 
welfare programs and policies. Parents who neglected or abused their 
children were demonized by the media, the general public, the protective 
services personnel who investigated their families, and the social workers 
who handled their cases. Child welfare professionals and the public often 
saw these parents as the cause of their own problems. Th ey focused on 
parents’ choice to neglect or mistreat children, rather than acknowledg-
ing the limited choices they had and the enormous pressures they con-
fronted. As the executive vice-president of one of New York City’s child 
welfare agencies told me in 2011 not for attribution, “Demonizing parents 
makes it easier for workers to do their jobs.” And even if some workers 
in child welfare did not demonize parents, they did not empathize with 
them, either. 

 For decades, in fact for centuries, parents whose children have been 
through the child welfare system have struggled, mostly alone, to reu-
nite with their children, by changing their behavior and/or fi ghting the 
injustices committed against them and their families. What changed in 
New York City after 1996 was that some of the parents began to fi nd each 
other through organizations such as the Child Welfare Organizing Project 
(CWOP),  Rise  magazine, Voices of Women Organizing Project, and People 
United for Children that were set up specifi cally to help them and to 
champion their cause. Several hundred parents were trained to be spokes-
persons and leaders, and they learned to understand, to accept, and then 
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to describe for others the traumas they confronted, the strengths they 
had, the mistakes they made, and the changes they were making, both 
personal and political. 

 Once these trained parents began to recognize their strengths, which 
helped them survive overwhelmingly diffi  cult circumstances, and to 
acknowledge that they had the courage not only to change their lives but 
to help others do the same, they began to speak publicly about the ills of 
the child welfare system that at times made their troubled lives more dif-
fi cult. Th ey became a presence that could not be disregarded. 

 Parents alone, however, would not have had the strength to bring about 
the vast changes that were needed in the child welfare system. Th ey allied 
with professionals who had similar goals—advocates who joined or helped 
form their organizations, lawyers who represented them in family court, 
foundation offi  cers who underwrote their work, and social workers in child 
welfare agencies who listened to their concerns. Perhaps their most impor-
tant allies were ACS commissioners William Bell and John Mattingly, who 
championed their cause and implemented reforms that would better meet 
their needs and protect their rights. 

 Th e genuineness of their stories, the generosity of their spirit, the per-
sonal changes they made in spite of their pain and punishment, and the 
help they were providing to others surprised those who met them, read 
their stories, or heard them speak. Child welfare professionals began to 
empathize with them as experienced people, rather than see them as the 
one-dimensional demons portrayed in the press. As decades of research 
show, contact reduces prejudice. 24  Th at is what happened in child welfare. 
Th e changes in attitudes, however, were greatest among the child wel-
fare leaders who had contact with parent advocates; change was slower 
in the attitudes and practice of line staff  members, unless they had reg-
ular contact with parent advocates. Jane Golden, head of foster care at 
the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) and a champion of parent advocates, 
described the shift in CAS since she arrived at the agency in 1999:

  Th e culture here at fi rst was a very old fashioned way of looking at families. Th ere 

was a lot of suspicion and distrust of birth families. Workers said, “Why do we 

need them at case conferences?” Th e culture started to shift under Mattingly 

and Family Team Conferences, which required parents to be at the table because 

parent participation was part of the ACS Scorecard [the system ACS uses to 

evaluate foster care agencies]. Birth parents are more involved now. 25    

 Since 1995, with the pressure from well-organized activist parents and 
their allies, parent participation in child welfare decisions has begun to 
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change, though it is still a long way from being part of the core of child 
welfare practice. Parents are participating more regularly in their own 
case decisions. Th ey and their allies are participating in policy decisions 
that shape child welfare programs and, perhaps most signifi cantly, they 
are beginning to play a role in service delivery programs, to which we now 
turn. 

  Parent advocates participating in service programs:  Child 
welfare-aff ected parents are working in child welfare service programs for 
the fi rst time in New York City (or in the United States, for that matter).  v   
Although they have contact with only a small percentage of child welfare 
families, their number and the families they reach have been increasing. 
Th ese parent advocates have taken the steps necessary to be reunited with 
their children and have been trained to be advocates for families who 
are struggling with the child welfare system. Parent advocates work in 
foster care and preventive services agencies, where they coach families 
who are embroiled in the child welfare system, helping them negotiate 
the hurdles of reunifi cation. Th ey also work in public interest law fi rms as 
part of the legal teams that represent parents in family court. Th ey work, 
too, in the new Community Partnership Initiative, the attempt by ACS 
to involve communities in child welfare service delivery and decisions. 
And they work inside ACS, both in its Offi  ce of Advocacy, where they train 
ACS staff  members and help parents who have problems with the agencies 
handling their cases, and in ACS’s START program for parents who have 
used drugs and have been investigated by child protection services in the 
Bronx. Rather than describe the work of parent advocates in each of these 
areas, I will focus on their role in foster care agencies, which is where most 
parent advocates work. 

 Parent advocates are parents who have been entangled in the child 
welfare system, have changed their lives, have been reunited with their 
children, and have been trained as advocates either by CWOP or by the 
foster care or preventive service agencies in which they work. Many are 
working in the same foster care agencies in which their children were 
placed. In handling their case loads, they urge parents to become actively 
involved in the process of reunifying with their children, conduct home 
visits, supervise visits between parents and their children in foster care, 

  v  .   Child welfare-aff ected parents, who also had been drug involved, began work-
ing in preventive service programs in the late 1980s and early 1990s, particularly in 
the Family Rehabilitation Program for substance-abusing clients. Th ey specialized in 
outreach, engaging clients, and assisting with securing entitlements and preventing 
evictions. Child welfare-aff ected parents did not begin working in foster care agen-
cies until the mid-1990s.  
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and accompany parents to court and to social service and health appoint-
ments. Th ey also attend family team conferences or other agency meet-
ings to ensure that the parent’s voice is being heard and that the parent 
is well-informed. Parent advocates facilitate communication between the 
clients and the agency staff . Th ey work to ensure that the needs of the 
family are being adequately addressed. 

 According to Chapin Hall at the University of Chicago, which evaluated 
the use of parent advocates in New York City foster care agencies:

  Case planners, case aides, and supervisory staff  may advocate for clients in 

similar ways. What makes the parent advocate role distinct is their status as 

persons wholly committed to support the parent in any way necessary (“I am 

here to help you in whatever way you need”), and who can relate to the experi-

ence of being a client at the agency. All staff  groups interviewed claimed that 

the parent advocates were able to gain the trust of parents in ways not possible 

for other staff . It is the authenticity of their experience (“I’ve walked in your 

shoes”) that promotes their ability to engage clients and gain their trust. 26    

 As one parent advocate cited in the Chapin Hall study said, “I am there to 
fi nd the solutions. Sometimes [the case planners] just can’t see what I see 
because of my unique position. Or they just don’t have the time and don’t 
think that way.” 27  

 At fi rst, agency leaders did not believe parents who had neglected or 
abused their children could work in a foster care agency, let alone work 
directly with parents and children, but New York State law permits it as 
long as the agency believes the parent advocate is not a danger to the fam-
ily. 28  Th e fi rst child welfare-aff ected parent began working in a foster care 
agency, St. Christopher’s, in 1994. Th e number of parent advocates and 
the number of agencies that employed them slowly increased over the 
next decade. 

 Th e Chapin Hall evaluation said that “By and large, parent advocates 
are seen to enhance the eff ectiveness of what the agency already does to 
help the parent: their role is thought to enhance what clients and staff  do 
to move the case forward.” 29  

 I expressed a similar conclusion in my opening remarks at the parent 
advocate forum described in the preface of this book: “Every executive 
director, supervisor or caseworker I have spoken with who employs par-
ent advocates or has worked with them emphasizes that parent advocates 
have improved case practice.” 

 Because of the advocates’ eff ectiveness, by 2011 there were at least 50 
parent advocates working in 22 foster care or preventive service agencies. 
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Another 50 parent advocates worked in public interest law fi rms, advo-
cacy organizations, or other parts of the child welfare system, such as sub-
stance abuse or mental health programs. 

 Parent advocates working in foster care agencies did present complica-
tions. Some social workers had diffi  culty accepting parents as professional 
peers. According to the Chapin Hall evaluation:

  Overall the directors and supervisors believe that line staff  had become open 

to and accepting of the parent advocates. For example, four of the fi ve direc-

tors interviewed referred to “initial resistance” to the parent advocates that 

seems to have been “overcome” or “resolved.” Th ey claim that staff  appreciate 

the ways in which the parent advocates help support their work and engage 

the parent in case planning and decision-making. Still, supervisors and parent 

advocates alike claimed that a small minority of case planners are “territorial” 

and avoid working with the parent advocates. 30    

 Despite this progress, there is still a long way to go before parent advocates 
are a central part of child welfare practice. Advocates are working with only 
a very small percentage of families that could benefi t from their involve-
ment. Jane Golden of CAS says that “Of the 650 families in our agency, 
about 85% could benefi t from a parent advocate. Th e other parents are com-
pletely absent.” 31  At present, there were more parent advocates who had been 
trained and were NOT working as parent advocates and wanted to be than 
there were parent advocates who were working in foster care agencies. One 
reason for this was that there was no designated funding stream for parent 
advocates, so agencies had to cobble together ways to pay for them. Th ere is a 
risk that parent advocates will be another “boutique” program that remains 
on the margins of case practice or even disappears as so many other exem-
plary models have for lack of funding. Nevertheless, by almost all accounts, 
parent advocates have been a welcome addition to foster care case practice, 
both for the agencies and for the parents whose children are in care. 

  Parent participation in child welfare policy:  Child welfare decisions 
are discussed and made in thousands of meetings and less formal contacts 
involving commissioners and their deputies, in public hearings held by 
city, state, and federal legislators, in court proceedings or forums at which 
judges participate, in research reports and policy papers by academics and 
policy wonks, and in hallway discussions and meals over pizza or Chinese 
food in now smokeless rooms. Parents of children in foster care are still 
on the periphery of many of these meetings, but they and their organiza-
tions, primarily CWOP and its allies, meet regularly with representatives 
of ACS, and its New York State counterpart, city councilmen, and state 
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legislators, and testify at hearings when ACS’s budget and programs are 
discussed. Th ey are part of the environment that infl uences child welfare 
policy. 

 Th e main venues in which parents make their policy preferences known 
outside of government are the advisory board of the  Child Welfare Watch,  in 
the pages of  Rise  magazine, as members of the Parent Advocate Network, 
and through ACS’s Parent Advisory Work Group. Parents have been on the 
 Child Welfare Watch  advisory board since its founding in 1997; in 2011 fi ve 
of its board’s 27 members are parents. Th e  Watch’s  infl uence in child wel-
fare policy was discussed in Chapter 3. Since its founding in 2005,  Rise  has 
published articles detailing the experience and recommendations of child 
welfare-aff ected parents. Its infl uence was also described in Chapter 5. 

 Th e newest voice in the child welfare policy debate is the Parent Advocate 
Network (PAN), whose members are 120 child welfare parent advocates in 
New York City; about 20 regularly attend the monthly meetings of the 
network. Its goals are to support the parent advocates emotionally and 
professionally, to provide them with training, and to serve as a collective 
voice for parent advocates in their agencies and in the child welfare sys-
tem. Th e network was designed in 2009 and had its fi rst meetings in 2010, 
so it is still very new and has yet to have a signifi cant impact. In addition, 
although the network is housed at CWOP, it was created by the Parent 
Advocate Initiative, the membership of which included not only advo-
cates and foundations but also ACS, New York State’s Offi  ce of Children 
and Family Services (OCFS), and the Council of Family and Child Caring 
Agencies (COFCCA) representing foster care and preventive service agen-
cies. As a result, its policy focus will likely refl ect the compromise of collab-
oration among government bodies, child welfare agencies, and advocates. 
Promoting the expanded use of parent advocates throughout the child 
welfare system is a likely focus of PAN since all of the above parties agree 
that parent advocates enhance child welfare practice. 

 In ACS, the offi  cial forum through which parents participate in child 
welfare policy discussions is the ACS commissioner’s Parent Advisory 
Work Group (PAWG). It was set up by Bell and formalized by Mattingly to 
gather the opinions of parents and to get their reactions to programs and 
policies being considered by ACS. (PAWG is described in Chapter 3.) As 
Mattingly summarized the group’s role:

  Parents have a lot to say on the periphery but they haven’t gotten into the 

heart of things. Th ey know what it’s really like, that’s why you bring them in. 

Th ey are not systems change people; they are parents. You can’t expect them 

to design something for us. 32    
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 Nevertheless, parents have pushed themselves into the child welfare pol-
icy arena and gained a voice in the child welfare debate. Th eir voice, how-
ever, still has limited infl uence; their ability to be heard remains largely 
dependent on the good will of individuals in governmental bureaucracies, 
legislative chambers, and child welfare agencies. More often than not, it 
is their allies, both outside and inside ACS, who have the most infl uence 
in bringing the perspective of parents to child welfare policy discussions. 
For example, a coalition of 60 advocates, including three parent advocates, 
as well as foster care and preventive service agency directors, academ-
ics, journalists, lawyers, and foundation offi  cers, signed a letter in 2006 
strongly urging the mayor to retain Mattingly as ACS commissioner in 
spite of Nixzmary Brown’s death and four other high-profi le deaths of 
children known to ACS. When Mattingly was asked why he was retained 
as commissioner after the press, councilmen, and members of the state 
assembly called for his resignation, he referred to the letter:

  When people got together, the advocates, the parents, the agencies, people 

who don’t agree with each other, and said, “Let’s give this time,” that was a 

critical step. Parents don’t carry political weight but providers and advocates 

together, that was a big, unusual thing. 33    

 Th e voices of child welfare-aff ected parents have been heard in the child 
welfare system. Th eir experience and opinions have infl uenced policy 
makers as well as their allies. Whether their voice will gain strength—or 
even continue to be heard—is discussed in the fi nal chapter. 

  Parents participating in their own case decisions:  Although par-
ents in New York State have for decades had a right, at least on the books, 
to participate in decisions about what will happen to their children when 
they enter the child welfare system, in practice parents had often been 
denied that right. 34  State regulations entitled parents with children in 
foster care to participate in Service Plan Reviews, which were meetings 
in which key decisions were made by caseworkers outlining what a parent 
had to do to be reunited with his or her child. 35  Parents in New York City 
with children in foster care were rarely present when these Service Plan 
Reviews took place. 36,    vi   

  vi  .   Parents rarely attended service plan reviews because their presence was often 
considered a formality, rather than an important part of the decision-making pro-
cess. As a result, meetings were scheduled at times that were convenient for the case 
worker, not for the parent, or the parent did not receive timely notifi cation about 
the meeting, or the parent did not feel comfortable attending the meeting without 
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 Beginning in 2002 with the arrival at ACS of Bell, and championed by 
Mattingly when he became commissioner, is a new approach intended to 
be more inclusive. In the past caseworkers made all decisions regarding 
the foster child with little or no input from the family. Today decisions 
about what happens to a child and his or her family are supposed to be 
made collectively, with meaningful participation by parents, their rela-
tives, and their friends, in what are called family team conferences.  vii   

 Family team conferences are held at regular intervals around key deci-
sion points to both encourage consensus-based decision making and to 
promote steady progress toward agreed upon goals for the family. Th e con-
ferences take place when ACS is considering removing a child from his or 
her home (called a child safety conference), after a child has been in care 
for 72 hours, 30 days, and 90 days, when a move to another foster home is 
being considered, or when a decision to return a child to his or her family 
is being considered (called family team conferences or family permanency 
conferences). Th ese meetings are attended by the parent, family members, 
the case planner from the foster care agency, the case planner’s supervi-
sor, a facilitator from ACS (sometimes), and a community member who 
might be an ally of the parent or knowledgeable about resources in the 
community in which the family lives.  viii   

an ally or a lawyer. [Jill Chaifetz,  Th e New York City Foster Care System in Crisis: Th e 
Continued Failure to Plan for Children  (New York: Th e Door, February 1998).]  

  vii  .   Family team conferences are part of a larger ACS initiative called Improved 
Outcomes for Children (IOC), which created sweeping changes in the way ACS works 
with voluntary child caring agencies that provide services to families. Th ere are 
several components of IOC, but the one that most directly aff ects families is using 
family team conferences to make case decisions. Th ere are four features of IOC: (1) 
Th e elimination of the role of the public agency as case manager and the consign-
ment to the voluntary agency of expanded authority to make case management and 
other service decisions on behalf of clients; (2) the implementation of an enhanced 
practice model that relies on family team conferences that include service providers, 
families, community stakeholders, and at times ACS staff ; (3) a rigorous system of 
quality assurance monitoring; and (4) the funding of agencies upfront rather than 
retroactively and assignment of greater fl exibility over the use of fi scal resources 
to them. [Fred Wulczyn, Sara Feldman, and Nadra Qadeer,  Improved Outcomes for 
Children, Implementation Study, Interim Progress Report (Draft)  (Chicago: Chapin Hall 
Center for Children/University of Chicago, March 2008): 3.]  

  viii  .   Th is group decision making, involving the entire family and the commu-
nity, originated among the Maori people in New Zealand. It was then brought 
to the United States and championed by the Annie E. Casey Foundation when 
Mattingly directed the foundation’s work in child welfare before becoming ACS 
commissioner. [Judge Leonard Edwards (ret.) and Dean Inger Sagatun-Edwards, 
“Th e Transition to Group Decision Making in Child Protection Cases: Obtaining 
Better Results for Children and Families,”  Juvenile and Family Court Journal  58(1) 
(Winter 2007): 4, 5.]  
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 In the middle of his tenure, Mattingly was asked what he thought his 
major accomplishments would be. He said:

  What we’ve done up to now is set some directions that can be changed, so I 

don’t want to say they are accomplishments. We are on the way to some things 

that I think are quite possibly remarkable. Th ings like the child safety confer-

ences and the family permanency conferences I think are the kind of a sys-

temic change that fl ows from a new practice. 37    

 Th e family team conference approach was pilot-tested in 2007 with nine 
foster care agencies, aff ecting about a third of the children in care or com-
ing into care, and then was implemented system wide beginning in July 
2009 after Mattingly received permission from OCFS to do so. At present, 
most of the information about the impact of this new approach has been 
anecdotal. Th e reports were mixed, but in small pockets of the system, 
improvements were visible. 

 An evaluation by Chapin Hall was conducted less than a year after fam-
ily team conferences were in place. Nevertheless the evaluators found that 
there was widespread acceptance of the process and that “the family team 
conference model off ers a robust alternative to the way in which ACS car-
ried out its oversight responsibilities . . . ” 38  

 One encouraging preliminary fi nding was that attendance by parents 
approached 50% of conferences held between November 15, 2007 and 
March 15, 2008. 39  Th at percentage was likely to increase as the logistics 
of holding family team conferences (e.g., getting all participants into the 
room at the same time) and the inherent barriers to change are overcome. 
Although parents attended only half of the conferences,  ix   that percent-
age was a dramatic improvement over the 20.6% of parents who attended 
similar service plan reviews 15 years earlier. 40  

 When a well-trained parent advocate is present in a child safety con-
ference there is often a genuine exploration of alternatives to putting a 
child in care. Parent advocates from the Child Welfare Organizing Project 
have participated in 700 preplacement conferences in East Harlem and 

  ix  .   Family team conferences are extremely diffi  cult to arrange logistically. Th ey 
can involve 10 or more people—parents, relatives, foster parents, case workers, 
social workers, a parent advocate, and other individuals from the community some 
of whom may work at any of several agencies and others of whom may have jobs out-
side the child welfare system that they are not free to leave. Child safety conferences, 
which occur before children are placed in foster care, have as many participants but 
have the additional complication that they take place within a few hours of the time 
they are called.  
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the South Bronx as allies of the parents. Th ey report that frequently the 
conferences decide to have children remain with their families. Similar 
conclusions are reported by the Center for Family Representation, whose 
parent advocates also participate in child safety conferences. 

 On the other hand, when parent advocates are not present, as is often 
the case in family team conferences that deal with issues such as a child 
being reunited with his or her parents, both parents and parent advocates 
who have attended these meetings report that the proceedings are often a 
rubber stamp for decisions that were made before the meeting. 41  According 
to data prepared by ACS, there was no diff erence in the outcomes for chil-
dren between agencies that used family team conferences and agencies 
that did not. 42  Th ese data from ACS, however, were from 2009 when the 
new approach to decision making was less than 2 years old.  

  WHAT HASN’T IMPROVED 

 Th e basic design of New York’s child welfare system is the same as it was 
15 years ago. It is a residual, remedial system that provides help to chil-
dren and families only after a child has been reported to be abused or 
neglected. It is not a preventive, universal system that helps all families, 
middle class or poor, in the normal course of their lives before their prob-
lems become overwhelming. Poor children of color, particularly black chil-
dren, continue to be disproportionately represented at every stage in the 
child welfare process; the disproportionality increases the further into 
the chil d welfare pipeline the children go—from investigation through 
indication, placement, and the length of time children remain in care. 43  

 Child welfare continued to be underfunded. Foster care agencies were 
paid less than the reimbursement standard set by OCFS to care for chil-
dren adequately. 44  Fewer preventive service slots than needed were avail-
able to help struggling families. Other essential services, particularly in 
areas of mental health, housing, and substance abuse, were not adequately 
available. Budget cuts since 2008 had made a diffi  cult situation worse. 45  

 Th e mindset of many caseworkers who deal directly with families 
and ultimately make the decisions on individual cases had not changed, 
though more voices were now part of the decision-making process. Too 
often these frontline workers—those who engage families, conduct risk 
and safety assessments, develop and implement case plans, assess prog-
ress toward permanency, and ensure that families take appropriate steps 
to achieve it—blamed parents for their problems rather than empathized 
with them. A recent study by Children’s Rights Inc. of children remaining 
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in foster care longer than 2 years concluded that “Th e quality of case 
 planning for many children was poor.” 46  

 Beneath these aspects of child welfare that remained unchanged, the 
situation was more complex. Although many of the indicators of child 
and family well-being that needed improvement 15 years ago still needed 
improvement in 2011, some things had changed. Th is section focuses on 
two areas of the child welfare system that have a substantial eff ect on 
children and are emblematic of the mixed results during the 15 years in 
question: the experience of children who are placed in foster care and 
child protective services. 

  The Experience of Children Placed in Foster Care 

 Th e median length of time that children remain in foster care before 
returning to their parents has fl uctuated. In fi scal year 2000, children 
stayed in care an average of 6.4 months. Th at fi gure increased to a recent 
high of 11.5 months in fi scal 2007 and then fell to 5.3 months in fi scal 
2010. 47  However, nearly 40% of the children in the city’s custody at pres-
ent had been there for more than 3 years. 48  Th e experience of the almost 
15,000 children in foster care in 2011 in many ways was similar to what 
foster children encountered in the past, though there had been improve-
ments in some areas. Betsy Krebs, executive director of Youth Advocacy 
Center, who works with children in foster care, says, “Th e foster care agen-
cies are running businesses, and they don’t have a vested interest in kids 
succeeding in the long-term.” 49  

 Th ree areas are the best indicators of the quality of the experience of 
children in care: where they are placed (i.e., with relatives or strangers, 
with their siblings, in which neighborhoods), the rate of abuse they suff er, 
and, perhaps most important, their lives after they leave foster care. 

  Where children are placed:  It is generally agreed that children are 
better off  living in foster care with a relative than living in the home of a 
stranger. In fi scal year 1993 44.1% of children in foster care were living 
with a relative. Th at year was the highpoint in the city’s use of kinship 
foster care, one of the main ways ACS’s precursor agency solved the bed 
shortage at the end of the 1980s. For more than the next 10 years the 
numbers of children in kinship care decreased, reaching a low of 24.3% in 
fi scal year 2006. By fi scal year 2010 the number of children in kinship care 
had increased to 35.0%, the highest percentage since 2000. 50  

 Placing a child in care with his or her siblings, rather than separated, is 
also generally agreed to be benefi cial. Th ere has been no improvement in 
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this area. Forty-eight percent of sibling groups were separated when they 
were placed into foster care in fi scal year 1996; 48.1% were separated in 
fi scal year 2010. 51  

 Another issue signifi cantly aff ecting the child’s well-being is where the fos-
ter home is. It is generally agreed that children are better off  if they are placed 
in a home in their neighborhood so they can maintain their friendships, 
continue to attend their school, and visit with their family more frequently. 
ACS’s goal is “to keep children in their home community district [there are 
59 community districts in New York City], allowing them to maintain ties to 
all that is familiar, thus reducing the trauma of being placed into foster care.” 
In 2001 ACS’s Renewed Plan of Action set a goal of 75% of chil dren placed in 
their community district of origin. 52  Th is goal has eluded ACS. 

 In 1998, the fi rst year for which consistent data are available, only 4.9% 
of children were placed in the community district in which they had been 
living. Community placements increased until fi scal year 2004, when 
23.7% of the children lived on their home turf. Th ereafter community 
placements dropped, falling to 10.5% in fi scal year 2010. 53,   x   

  Th e rate of abuse of children in foster care:  Children are removed 
from their families and placed into foster care to protect them from harm. 
Nevertheless, there is a high and increasing incidence of confi rmed abuse of 
children while they are in foster care placements. In fi scal year 2003 1.8% 
of children in family foster care (excluding children in group settings) were 
confi rmed to have been abused or neglected while in care. In fi scal year 2009, 
7.1% of such children were confi rmed to have been abused or neglected in 
that year, 54  far higher than the rate of confi rmed child abuse and neglect 
among the general population, though there is likely greater public scrutiny 
of youngsters in foster care than of children in their own homes. 55  

  Outcomes for children when they leave foster care:  How well 
children do when they leave foster care depends on whether the child is 
discharged to his or her family, to adoption, or ages out of foster care to 
live independently. We focus on the outcomes for children whose goal 
was return to their families, which in fi scal year 2010 was more than half 
(51.1%) of the children in care. 56,   xi   Th e results are mixed. 

  x  .   Since then ACS has changed the defi nition it uses for in-community placement. 
Contiguous community districts are now considered to be an in-community district 
placement. Th is modifi cation increased the percentage of children listed as having 
been placed within their “community of origin,” though, in fact, it refl ected little if 
any actual improvement.  

  xi  .   For those interested in the outcomes for children discharged to independent 
living, the  Child Welfare Watch  19/20 (Winter 2010/2011) is a special double issue 
reviewing the situation of New York City adolescents discharged to independent 
living.  
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 A recent study by Children’s Rights Inc. looked at children with a goal of 
returning to their families who had been in foster care longer than 2 years 
but had not been reunited. Th e study documented defi ciencies in their 
care that blocked reunifi cation. More than half (51%) of the children had 
more than three diff erent caseworkers handling their case in the previous 
2 years. Th is brings to mind the words of Jeanette Vega (Chapter 2), who 
said that when her son Remi was in care, “caseworkers were coming and 
going like fl ies.” Many children and parents did not receive the services 
they needed for reunifi cation. Seventy-two percent of the families who 
were identifi ed by their caseworkers as needing family therapy did not get 
that help. Th irty percent of the parents needing substance abuse treat-
ment did not get it. 57  

 One useful indicator for assessing the outcome for children who leave 
foster care is the recidivism rate: how frequently a child returns to foster 
care. Many factors contribute to recidivism—unsolved family problems, 
inadequate preparation of the family for the diffi  culties of reunifi cation, 
or a deterioration in the family’s or the child’s situation. Often these prob-
lems can be addressed with additional services such as ongoing family 
counseling, support groups, or material assistance, such as a job, income 
support, or better housing. Without those supports, too often families 
continue to struggle with the problems that landed their children in foster 
care in the fi rst place. 

 Th e rate of recidivism improved slightly between 1996 and 2011. In fi s-
cal year 1996, 13% of children who were discharged returned to foster 
care within a year; in fi scal year 2010, 11.3% returned to care within 2 
years. 58   

  Child Protective Services 

 Child protective services (CPS)—the division of ACS that investigates 
reports of abuse and neglect and recommends whether a child should be 
removed from his or her family—has improved in many ways since the 
mid-1990s. Th ese improvements are discussed below. Nevertheless, the 
basic structure and function of CPS remain unchanged. Its primary func-
tion is to investigate reports of abuse and neglect, rather than to assess the 
needs of a child and family for assistance and provide the required help. 
Under the leadership of commissioner Gladys Carrion, a long-time friend 
of poor families, OCFS tried to inch child protective services throughout 
the state toward assessing families’ needs rather than exclusively investi-
gating them. At the urging of OCFS, the New York State legislature passed a 
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bill (Chapter 452 of the Laws of 2007) allowing local social service districts 
to try a new approach to child protective services called family assessment 
response. Counties could identify low-risk cases of neglect that would be 
assessed for services and provided help, rather than be investigated for 
abuse and neglect. “Th e reason for this alternative response,” according 
to a report to the governor and legislature evaluating the program, “is 
that serious child safety issues are not found in the majority of families 
reported for suspected neglect. Th e family situations are more likely to 
refl ect needs for support or advocacy rather than needs for investigative 
fact-fi nding and court ordered formal government intervention.” 59  

 Nineteen counties in New York opted to participate in this approach. 
ACS opposed the approach for New York City. Th e evaluation of the coun-
ties that participated was positive. Th e approach led to a decrease in the 
percentage of families for which a child removal petition was fi led in fam-
ily court, families who were given an assessment to identify their service 
needs were signifi cantly less likely to have a child welfare case opened 
within 6 months of the focal report than were comparable families who 
received an investigation, and families were much more likely to report 
receiving help from their workers than similar families who received an 
investigation. 60  Th e evaluation recommended that the legislation for the 
family assessment response be made permanent. 

 Many families should be investigated for maltreatment, but the major-
ity of CPS reports are for neglect, not for abuse. As the state’s evaluation 
of the family assessment response concluded, “Child safety issues are 
not found in the majority of families reported for suspected neglect.” 
ACS’s approach—investigating all reports of abuse and neglect—wastes 
resources, takes attention away from high-risk cases needing investiga-
tion, and perpetuates the mislabeling of poverty as neglect. 

 Between 1996 and 2011 many of the most important CPS perfor-
mance indicators have gone up and down. After a high-profi le death of 
a child known to ACS reveals long-standing problems in the system, cor-
rections are made that improve the situation temporarily, until the next 
high-profi le death reveals other problems. At present, following two recent 
high-profi le deaths of children mishandled by CPS and other agencies—
those of Nixzmary Brown in 2006 and Marcella Pierce in 2010—many of 
the most important CPS indicators have improved as a result of ACS’s hir-
ing of more staff ers, improving training and coordination, and strengthen-
ing supervision. Although the improvements have been impressive, the 
changes are unlikely to be suffi  cient to prevent future high-profi le deaths 
of children known to ACS. In fact, the number of children who died or 
have been killed each year who were known to ACS (i.e., a child who has 
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been either reported to child protective services, has been investigated 
by ACS, is in the custody of ACS, or has been returned home from foster 
care) has remained relatively constant: 43 fatalities in fi scal year 1996, 32 
in 2001, 30 in 2006, and 39 in 2010. 61  In essence, the changes in CPS have 
not aff ected this most telling indicator of child safety. 

 Th e changes in protective services that ACS has implemented have 
made a signifi cant diff erence in other areas. One of the accomplishments 
during his tenure as commissioner of which Mattingly is most proud was 
the implementation of ChildStat in 2006. Each week it brings together 
ACS senior management, including the commissioner, and CPS managers 
from local offi  ces to examine data trends and individual cases. Th rough 
this process, local offi  ces are both held accountable and receive support-
ive technical assistance from senior management on both systemic and 
individual case issues. According to some people both inside and outside 
of ACS who have sat in on these reviews, they are impressive and have 
improved the work of child protective services. 62  Others are less positive. 
Martin Guggenheim, professor at NYU School of Law, says, referring to 
ChildStat meetings, “Th ey don’t talk about what families need, or what 
was provided but what questions did the worker ask. Did you investigate 
correctly?” 63  

 New York City reports data on hundreds of CPS indicators. Four are 
key to understanding the quality of CPS investigations and the help 
that families receive. Th ese are caseload size, the proportion of children 
who are maltreated a second time within a year, turnover of child pro-
tective staff , and the percentage of families for whom a report of abuse 
or neglect has been confi rmed and who have not received services. Th e 
changes in these indicators not only refl ect the improvements that have 
been made in protective services but also the setbacks and the distance 
still to go. 

  Caseload size:  Low caseloads are critical to ensure that CPS workers 
can perform timely and comprehensive investigations of allegations of 
abuse and neglect and assess the safety of each child. Th e Child Welfare 
League of America recommends a caseload of 12 active investigations per 
month per caseworker. 64  

 Th e CPS caseloads have fl uctuated widely since 1996. Generally they 
have been low when CPS was functioning well and high when it was func-
tioning poorly. Th e average caseload in 1996, at the time of Elisa Izquierdo’s 
death, was 23. Th e number fell to 12.8 in 1999, before rising again to 16.6 
in 2006 at the time of Nixzmary Brown’s death. In fi scal year 2011 the CPS 
caseload had fallen to 9.4, a sign that workers were more likely to have suf-
fi cient time to conduct adequate investigations. 65  
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  Children who experience repeat maltreatment within a year:  
According to ACS, “this outcome provides a measure of the child welfare 
system’s success at keeping children who have been found to be victims 
of abuse and/or neglect safe.” 66  Th e data below present the percentage of 
children confi rmed to be victims of abuse or neglect who are investigated 
again within a year and are confi rmed to be victims of a subsequent report 
of abuse or neglect. In 2000 the percentage was 9.3%. It rose to 14.8% in 
2005 and to 17.0% in July 2011. 67  Th e trend was in the wrong direction. In 
the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century, there was more than an 80% 
increase in the percentage of children found to be abused or neglected who 
were confi rmed to have been abused or neglected again within a year. 

  Staff  turnover:  As described in Chapter 1, working as an investigator 
for child protective services is one of the most diffi  cult jobs in the city. As 
a result, the turnover has remained high, though it improved in the years 
to 2009. Mattingly reported to the city council preliminary budget hear-
ings in 2009 that because of ACS’s success in maintaining manageable 
caseloads, recruitment campaigns, and improved frontline supervision, 
“our monthly attrition rate in Child Protective Services is at a historic low, 
below 2 percent.” 68  Th at computes to an annualized attrition percentage 
of about 24%, a high rate, particularly in a recession economy. Many CPS 
workers have therefore been on the job for less than a year and possess 
limited experience in conducting investigations, limited skill in identify-
ing families’ needs, and limited knowledge of the resources available to 
assist families. 

  Families for whom a report of abuse or neglect has been con-
fi rmed and who have not received services : After a CPS worker deter-
mines that there is evidence of abuse or neglect, he or she decides what 
services, if any, are needed to address the abuse or neglect. Th e options are 
foster care, referral to preventive services agencies under contract with 
ACS, or referral to other community-based services, such as public assis-
tance or a health clinic, not under contract to ACS, or no services. In the 
past a very high percentage of families in which abuse or neglect was con-
fi rmed received no services or even referrals for services. Th e percentage of 
families who have not received services or who have not been referred for 
services steadily decreased in the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century. 
In the second quarter of 2006, 38.4% of families in confi rmed reports of 
abuse or neglect received no services 69 ; in the second quarter of 2011, only 
14.2% of families did not receive services or referral for services. 70  Despite 
this apparent progress, roughly a third of the families referred for preven-
tive services were not even connected within 30 days with the agencies 
that provide those services, let alone receive those services, 71  and ACS does 
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not even record the percentage of families referred to other community 
services who actually receive those services. In 2011, for example, among 
3,474 indicated reports in which both abuse and neglect were confi rmed, 
65.4% of the cases were completed with services, 12.2% were closed with 
no services, and 22.3% of the cases were referred to community-based 
services. 72  ACS, however, does not indicate whether the families that were 
referred to community-based services actually get to those agencies, if the 
agencies provide any service, or if the agency provided the help the family 
needed. ACS is strongly promoting evidence-based research as the stand-
ard to determine a program’s effi  cacy. ACS would do well to use the same 
standard for itself in reporting whether families who are confi rmed to 
have abused or neglected their children actually receive services.   

  WHAT HAS BEGUN TO SLIP 

 ACS’s support for parents, families, and communities began to slip in 
2005–2006 after several high-profi le child deaths caused ACS to shift its 
focus to protective services, the area of child welfare that has often caused 
the undoing of family-focused reforms and the fi ring of commissioners, 
both in New York City and throughout the country. Th e economic crises 
and deep budget cuts that began in 2008 further diminished ACS’s atten-
tion to and resources for families. 

  Preventive Services 

 Five highly publicized child fatalities in late 2005 and early 2006, includ-
ing the death of Nixzmary Brown, in which ACS staff  members as well as 
staff ers in other agencies mishandled the case, led members of the city 
council and the state legislature to call on the mayor to fi re Mattingly. 
Broad-based support for him from service providers and advocates enabled 
him to retain his position, but he had to shift ACS’s focus and resources to 
protective services. At the same time that the child deaths revealed prob-
lems in protective services, the publicity surrounding the deaths caused a 
dramatic increase in reports of abuse and neglect, which rose from 50,251 
in fi scal year 2005 to 64,190 in fi scal year 2007 and remained at roughly 
that level for the next 5 years, adding to ACS’s already heavy workload. 73  
ACS undertook several initiatives to improve children’s safety, including 
increasing the number of protective service staff  members who investi-
gate abuse and neglect reports. ACS also increased the number of children 
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receiving preventive services from 28,663 in June 2006 to 33,022 in June 
2008. 74  

 Another high-profi le death in September 2010, this time of Marcella 
Pierce, a medically fragile child—in which ACS staff  members as well as 
staff ers in other agencies mishandled the case—pushed ACS to again 
address aspects of protective services. But by this time an economic crisis 
had engulfed the country; city and state funds for child welfare services 
were signifi cantly reduced, including money for preventive service pro-
grams. Th e reductions resulted in a 30% decrease in the number of chil-
dren served from 33,022 in June 2008 to 23,294 in June 2011. 75  As Jim 
Purcell, the CEO of the Council of Family and Child Caring Agencies that 
represents preventive service providers, said,  

  We understand that the city is facing critical budget problems, but by closing 

access to preventive services for thousands of families whose children are at 

risk, the city is jeopardizing the safety—and the very lives—of many thou-

sands of vulnerable children. 76    

 In addition to the absolute reduction in the number of children served, 
ACS reduced the length of time, from 18 months to 12 months, that a fam-
ily could be served in preventive service programs, as a way to increase the 
number of families served. 77  Parent and family advocates expressed con-
cern that the reduced length of service would harm families. 

 Another change in the city’s preventive service system refl ected ACS’s 
recent shift away from its focus on families. ACS has never systemati-
cally evaluated the performance of preventive service agencies. Instead, 
it gathers administrative and programmatic information about them, 
such as the number of families served, the length of time a family receives 
 services, and the types of services provided by the 119 preventive service 
programs with which ACS has contracts. However, ACS does not evaluate 
the eff ectiveness of the services or what the parents who are served by 
the programs think of the assistance they receive. In 2006 ACS began a 
partnership with CWOP to design a way to interview parents about their 
experience as consumers of preventive services. Parents would be asked: 
Did you receive the help you needed? Did you feel respected by the staff ? 
What could have improved the help you received? 

 Th e collaboration between ACS and CWOP to gather feedback from 
parents who used preventive services began with a grant from the Child 
Welfare Fund in 2006; in 2009, as had been agreed at the time of the 
grant, ACS began funding the project directly. According to CWOP par-
ents and professional staff  members, and to personnel from ACS’s Offi  ce 
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of Research and Evaluation who worked to develop a parent satisfaction 
survey, the project was productive and enthusiastically supported by both 
organizations. In the pilot phase, over 150 parents in 10 preventive ser-
vice agencies were interviewed about their experiences with the preven-
tive service agencies. Th e preliminary fi ndings were surprising. Th e main 
problems were not the lack of concrete services or a mismatch between 
what was provided and what the family felt they needed. Th e main issues 
focused around respect. According to Mike Arsham, executive director of 
CWOP, “Parents were focused on relationship issues with staff  in the pro-
grams. Will you respect me as the head of my household? Will you under-
mine me in the eyes of my kids? Will you be my ally or will you throw me 
under the bus? We therefore focused the interview instrument on these 
issues.” 78  

 As useful as the project might have been to improve casework, the pre-
ventive service agencies did not want to be evaluated in general, and they 
certainly did not want to be evaluated by the parents they were serving. 
Th ey pressured ACS to abandon the project. “Agencies were screaming 
against the evaluation. ‘No way are parents going to evaluate us. Th ey are 
not reliable informants, and we don’t trust ACS to do this fairly,’” Arsham 
says. 79  ACS was particularly vulnerable at the time to agencies’ pres-
sure since foster care and preventive service providers had already been 
attacking ACS—in fact one agency, Little Flower, fi led a successful lawsuit 
against ACS—for its mishandling of the foster care and preventive service 
contracts that would defi ne the city’s relationship with child welfare agen-
cies for the next 10 years.  xii   

  xii  .   Every 10 years ACS issues a request for proposals (RFP) for all foster care and 
preventive services for which it contracts with voluntary agencies for the next 10 
years. An RFP for $675 million was issued in the spring of 2008 but was cancelled 
in November of that year because of complaints from the agencies regarding ACS’s 
excessive requirements in the contracts, insuffi  cient funding to carry out the required 
tasks, and administrative problems in the application process. Th e RFP was reissued 
in May 2009. After the contracts totaling $630 million were awarded in April 2010, 
the agencies protested again, complaining about problems in the grading system to 
evaluate programs. Little Flower Children’s Services, which had previously had a 
contract to care for 1,400 children in foster care, did not have its contract renewed 
and fi led a lawsuit in the Supreme Court of the State of New York alleging that “its 
contracts would not be renewed, not because of Little Flower’s performance, but as a 
result of a deeply fl awed procurement process that ACS initiated.” ACS acknowledged 
its mistakes in the grading process, and rescinded the contracts that were awarded 
in April 2010. Th e grading system was revised and contracts were reawarded in 
September 2010, with Little Flower receiving contracts to care for 700 children in 
foster care. [J. Glazer, “Remodeling Child Welfare by Answering Th is Request.”  City 
Limits,  692 (June 29, 2009);  Little Flower Children and Family Services v. City of New 
York , New York City Administration for Children’s Services, Supreme court of New 
York, complaint, June 14, 2010.]  
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 In addition to the protests by the preventive service agencies, ACS’s 
reduced focus on families was also a factor in the decision to terminate the 
parent feedback system. Th e staff  members in the Offi  ce of Research and 
Evaluation who championed the parent feedback system and who wanted 
to evaluate preventive service agencies left ACS in 2010 as the enthusiasm 
for parent-oriented reforms in ACS was cooling. As ACS’s priorities shifted, 
the replacement staff  members in the Offi  ce of Research and Evaluation 
were given responsibilities other than hearing from parents. Th e city’s 
budget cuts formally ended the parent feedback project in June 2010.  

  The Community Partnership Initiative 

 From the time that ACS was created in 1996 it has had a goal of mov-
ing child welfare services to a “neighborhood-based system” that would 
increasingly place child welfare services and decision making in the com-
munities whose children and families ACS serves. Under Commissioner 
Nicholas Scoppetta ACS made a preliminary but signifi cant move in that 
direction. ACS revised its contracts with all preventive and foster care pro-
viders, assigning agencies to serve specifi c boroughs or community dis-
tricts, eff ective July 2000. 80  As a result, service provision became more 
rationalized—with specifi c agencies responsible for services in specifi c 
community districts, rather than serving children and families all over 
the city. But decisions continued to be made downtown at the headquar-
ters of the major foster care providers, and services were often far from 
where the families lived. 

 In 2006 Mattingly developed an initiative with the potential to transform 
the way child welfare services are provided. It was called the Community 
Partnership Initiative (CPI), which would create collaboratives between 
communities, foster care agencies, and other social service providers. “Th e 
primary goal of the initiative was to promote ‘a rethinking and reorienta-
tion’ of child welfare work toward integrated, localized service models that 
can be tailored to the unique needs and resources of individual communi-
ties,” according to the evaluation of CPI conducted by Chapin Hall. 81  Th e ini-
tiative was launched in three community districts—Bedford-Stuyvesant, 
Brooklyn; Highbridge, Bronx; and Jamaica, Queens — and was expanded 
the following year to eight other community districts with the highest 
rates of abuse, neglect, and foster care placement in the city. 

 In 2007–2008 ACS began funding 11 community partnerships—but 
with the modest sum of only $150,000 each. Th e expectation, however, as 
spelled out in the RFP issued by ACS in the spring of 2008, was that “ . . . ACS 
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intends to identify Community Coalitions to cover all of NYC . . . ” Th ere 
was also a requirement that “All ACS Family Foster Care and Preventive 
Services contractors . . . will be required to participate in local Community 
Coalitions.” 82  Plus, there was a commitment by ACS that the money for 
each collaborative would at least double. 83  None of that happened. Th e 
RFP was rescinded in November 2008. When it was subsequently reissued 
in May 2009, the requirements for citywide expansion and foster care and 
preventive service agency participation were removed. Th e funding level 
was reduced from $6 million to $1.65 million, angering parents and their 
allies, who took little comfort from the fact that ACS did not eliminate the 
CPIs entirely at a time when other family-focused programs, such as the 
Offi  ce of Family Visiting and Parent Education, and the Offi  ce of Domestic 
Violence, were either eliminated or drastically cut. 

 Th e consequences of keeping CPI on the sidelines as an underfunded 
pilot project were signifi cant. Individual community collaboratives suf-
fered from the loss of anticipated funding (see the example of Bridge 
Builders Community Partnership described in Chapter 5). More signifi -
cant, however, is that ACS’s pulling back from the community partner-
ships refl ected its abandonment of a restructured child welfare system 
that would have greater community participation and decision making and 
less autonomy for foster care and preventive service providers. Without 
an expanded partnership with communities, ACS’s future reforms would 
at best remain where they are—or, worse, continue to slip—rather than 
move toward the signifi cant improvements needed for parents, families, 
and communities that had been the advocates’ hope and ACS’s promise. 

 *** 

 On February 23, 2010 the advisory board of the  Child Welfare Watch  met in 
a large, windowless conference room at the New School University on Fifth 
Avenue and 13th Street. Th ese meetings had taken place twice a year for 
almost 15 years to discuss child welfare and to develop recommendations 
for the upcoming issue of the  Watch.  Th e group that day consisted of more 
than a dozen leaders working in the trenches of child welfare reform.  xiii   It 

  xiii  .   Attending the meeting were Andrew White, editor of the  Watch ; Mike Arsham, 
CWOP; John Courtney, Fund for Social Change; Kara Fincke, Bronx Defenders; 
Anita Gundanna, Fund for Social Change; Wayne Ho, Coalition of Asian Children 
and Families; Oma Holloway, the Door; Sandra Killett, parent advocate, Children’s 
Village; Jeremy Kohomban, President and CEO of Children’s Village; Larry Murray, 
former Assistant Commissioner, New York City Department of Juvenile Justice; and 
several staff  members of the  Watch . Andrew White, editor of the  Watch  and a faculty 
member of the Center for New York City Aff airs, and I co-chaired the meeting.  
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represented a large part of the spectrum of people and organizations out-
side of ACS working to reform child welfare in New York City. 

 Th e meeting began with a discussion of what had changed in New York 
City’s child welfare system. Although the meeting was not designed to 
reach consensus, everyone, even the sharpest critics of the city’s child wel-
fare system, acknowledged positive changes over the past decade or two. 
Th ose who spoke uniformly found the dramatic decrease in the number 
of children in foster care to be the most important change. On the other 
hand, the group felt that although the orientation and policies among 
many of the senior administrators of ACS and the child welfare agencies 
had changed, the values and practices on the ground—both in ACS and in 
the voluntary foster care agencies—had not changed, except in isolated 
pockets. For example, the quality of child protective services was incon-
sistent and varied by borough. Th ose who spoke also saw the system as 
beginning to slip, not back to where it was in 1995 but further away from 
where the reformers had hoped it would be but never reached. 

 A year and a half later, on July 26, 2011, Mattingly announced his 
resignation from ACS as of September. Although  Th e New York Times  
article reporting his departure focused on problems in child protec-
tive services during Mattingly’s watch, especially the death of Marcella 
Pierce in September 2010, the praise for him was widespread, including 
from Marcia Lowry who brought  Marisol v. Giuliani  in 1995 that set the 
reforms in motion. She said, “Th ere are far too few child welfare com-
missioners anywhere in this country that share his courage, strength, 
integrity and tenacity.” 84  Richard Wexler of the National Center on Child 
Protection Reform was more guarded in his assessment. “Th ere are two 
John Mattinglys—the one who ran ACS before Nixzmary Brown died 
and the one who ran it after . . . only the fi rst one backed up the words 
with action.” 85  

 Th e changes that occurred in New York City’s child welfare system 
between 1996 and 2011 began with Scoppetta, ripened with Bell, and 
reached their highest point under Mattingly. Tracy Field, director of the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation’s strategy group that had worked closely with 
ACS on its reforms, in October 2011 stated, “I’d give New York City a B– 
[on the reforms it’s made]. Perhaps at its high point it was a B+. I think 
there is more to do.” 86  

 Th roughout those 15 years, parents and their allies successfully pushed 
to make many of those reforms a reality: reducing the number of children 
removed from their families, increasing services available to families, and 
securing legal representation for parents in family court. But the number 
of families receiving preventive services has decreased by 30% from 2008 
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to 2011, and decreased again in fi scal 2012. 87  Th e continued reduction in 
this assistance to families could have severe consequences. Th e Community 
Partnerships in which poor communities would have an increased say in 
child welfare decisions was sidelined and several offi  ces within ACS that 
responded to families’ needs such as the Offi  ce of Family Visiting and 
Parent Education, and the Offi  ce of Domestic Violence, were either elim-
inated or drastically cut. As the parents’ movement waned, some of the 
reforms lost steam. Th is pattern is discussed in the next chapter.         
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     CHAPTER 8 

 Conclusions   

   The child welfare system in New York since 1996 has improved 
more and remained improved for longer than during any previ-

ous period in at least the last half century. The parents’ movement, 
working closely with their allies, was a decisive factor in bringing 
about and sustaining the changes. Several arguments support this 
conclusion.  

  WHY WERE THE CHANGES IN NEW YORK SO 

EXTENSIVE AND SO LONG LASTING? 

 Many factors in the past 20 years contributed to improvements in child 
welfare nationally that also contributed to improvements in New York 
City’s system. Several pieces of federal legislation  i   shifted government 
policy toward reducing the number of children in foster care nationally 
from its highpoint of 567,000 children in 1999 to 400,000 children in 
2012. Th is decrease of 29% is far less than the 64% decrease in New York 

  i  .   Promoting Safe and Stable Families Act (1993), Adoption and Safe Families Act 
(1997), and Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act (2008).  
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City during the same time period.  ii   , 1 Th e crack cocaine epidemic that began 
in the mid-1980s fueled the increase in the number of children entering 
foster care nationally. Th e epidemic ended in the early 1990s reducing the 
number of children coming into care. Th e U.S. economy also improved 
nationally until 2008, putting less pressure on families, which also con-
tributed to the decrease in children in care nationally. But New York City 
improved more, and has remained improved for longer than almost any-
where else in the country. Why? 

 Parents played a decisive role. Th e major factor that had not been pres-
ent in previous reform eff orts was the organized activism of parents who 
had children taken from them. Without their personal, forceful, sus-
tained, and collective involvement, the changes would not have been as 
deep or lasted as long. Before parents began organizing in 1994, they had 
fought alone to be reunited with their children, but never in the history of 
the United States had parents embroiled in the child welfare system cre-
ated a movement to fi ght to reform child welfare. 2  Th ese parents, working 
in collaboration with their allies, created a dozen new activist organiza-
tions. Th e Child Welfare Organizing Project (CWOP) trained 150 parents 
to be activists and leaders. Child welfare-involved parents and their allies 
demonstrated against child welfare agencies, at family court and in front 
of ACS. Th ey participated in victorious class action lawsuits. Th ey met 
with commissioners and worked as trained parent advocates in foster care 
agencies, in law fi rms, and in the Administration for Children’s Services 
(ACS). Th ey spoke in schools of social work and law, wrote and published 
articles in  Rise  magazine and elsewhere about their experiences, and sat 
on the  Child Welfare Watch  advisory board presenting their recommenda-
tions for reform. 

 CWOP became by far the strongest and most infl uential of these par-
ent/professional partnerships in New York and throughout the nation. 
Th e movement’s eff ect on both individual case decisions as well as on 
ACS policy was unimaginable in 1996. As Commissioner Mattingly said 
to a cheering audience of child welfare professionals and parents at the 
March 16, 2011 Parent Advocates Forum, “Where would we be without 
CWOP?” 3  

 Parents worked closely with their allies who included social workers, 
lawyers, foundations offi  cers, academics, staff  in ACS and child welfare 
agencies, and, most important, two visionary and skilled commissioners, 
William Bell and John Mattingly, who saw that strengthening families was 

  ii  .   Th e decrease in New York City is 72% from the maximum of almost 50,000 chil-
dren in care in 1992 to fewer than 14,000 children in care today.  
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the best way to protect children. Neither parents by themselves nor their 
allies by themselves could have brought about these changes; together 
they created the depth and duration of the change. As Commissioner Bell 
said to parents at an event in 2004 organized by CWOP, “Th e New York 
City child welfare system has fundamentally changed over the last sev-
eral years . . . because you have forced us to change, because you have said 
openly and loudly, ‘Th ings cannot continue to go the way that they have 
been going.’ And we’ve listened to that.” 4  

 An important element of the movement of parents and their allies was 
the creation of a critical mass of lawyers trained in family court law. In 
1990 there were at most a half dozen lawyers trained to represent parents 
in New York City’s family court; in 2011 there were about 100. 5  Th e crea-
tion of lawyers trained in family court law has meant that parents not only 
have lawyers to represent them in family court, but also that these law-
yers are available to advocate or lobby on behalf of child welfare-aff ected 
parents in general. According to Martin Guggenheim, a professor at New 
York University School of Law:

  Child welfare is a fi eld in which parents’ perspective had never been at the 

table for law making and policy purposes. Now you can’t have a meeting in 

a New York courthouse where you don’t have a parents’ lawyer. Th ey are now 

institutional representatives of a movement. 6    

 Th ere have been other periods in the history of New York City’s child welfare 
system when visionary and skilled commissioners implemented reforms, 
but they did so without a parents’ movement pushing for the reforms. In 
those cases, reforms were eff ective but short-lived. In 1979, for example, 
child welfare Commissioner Gail Kong implemented a monitoring system 
that improved the performance of foster care agencies and decreased the 
number of children in foster care from 21,000 in 1979 to 16,230 in 1984. 
But pressure from the foster care agencies, without a countervailing force, 
slowly undermined the monitoring system, contributing to an increase in 
the number of children in care beginning in 1984, reaching 21,000 by 1988, 
and almost 50,000 in 1992. Th e recent round of reforms implemented with 
pressure from parents and their allies has lasted more than 15 years, with 
the number of children in care remaining below 17,000 for the past 7 years. 7  
Parents and their allies became an eff ective countervailing force that con-
tinued to push for reform when the existing forces in child welfare might 
have let the reforms slide backward as happened repeatedly in the past. 

 Th e movement grew at a time when the infl uence of the voluntary agen-
cies was diminishing. As the number of children in foster care dropped 
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from 50,000 to fewer than 14,000 today, foster care became a buyer’s 
market. As a result, the city could pick and choose which agencies would 
receive children and which agencies would be closed, decreasing the 
infl uence of foster care agencies. As the number of children in foster care 
declined so did the number of foster care agencies, dropping from 79 in 
1979 to about 30 in 2011. Th e agencies that remain tend to be those that 
are better managed, are more eff ective in returning children safely to 
their families, and whose executive leadership tends to be sympathetic 
to ACS’s policy direction of preserving and strengthening families as the 
fi rst response to protecting children.  iii   Th ese agencies are also supporters 
of parent advocates; the majority have hired them to work with families 
in their agencies. 

 As the size of the foster care market shrank, reducing the infl uence of 
the voluntary agencies, its leadership changed. John Cardinal O’Conner, 
the Catholic archbishop of New York, had been a powerful force in the 
child welfare system from the time of his arrival in New York City in 
1984. He used his power to help eliminate or weaken several reforms that 
he felt undermined the independence of the faith-based agencies. After 
O’Conner’s death in 2000, the agencies, left without a powerful spokes-
person, relied instead on individual agencies, various religious federa-
tions, and the Council of Family and Child Caring Agencies to coordinate 
their activities. Th ey were unable to match the stature and infl uence of 
O’Conner. Th e voluntary agencies retained considerable sway in child wel-
fare, but their power during the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century 
diminished, creating room for the voice of parents to be heard.  

  RECENT CHANGES IN THE PARENTS’ MOVEMENT 

 Two signifi cant changes occurred in the parent advocacy movement 
between roughly 2007 and 2010. Th ese changes reduced the power and 
impact of the movement but also added weight to the hypothesis that the 
parents’ movement was a decisive factor in bringing about reforms. 

  iii  .   However, they also tend to be larger agencies and more diversifi ed into other 
systems. While the system remains small or contracts, their size is not a problem. If, 
or when, the number of children in care expands and foster care becomes a seller’s 
market, the city will be dependent on a smaller number of providers. Today four 
agencies, Graham Windham, Good Shepherd Services, New York Foundling, and SCO 
“serve over half the children in the system.” [Bill Baccaglini, executive director, New 
York Foundling, cited in “NYCT Gives Four Agencies $200,000 for Solution-Based 
Casework,”  New York Nonprofi t Press , August 2012, http://nynp.biz/August2012.
html.  
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 Th e fi rst change was a shift from outside agitation to inside collabo-
ration. Th e second was a decrease in the number and strength of parent 
organizations pressing for child welfare reform. Th e simultaneity of these 
changes diminished the impact of the parents’ movement. 

 CWOP shifted from having an exclusively outside strategy—agitating, 
criticizing, and demanding change—to collaborating with ACS and foster 
care agencies. Emblematic of this change, in 2007 it signed a memoran-
dum of understanding with ACS that requires ACS, whenever it is contem-
plating the removal of an East Harlem child from his or her home, to call 
CWOP to send a parent advocate to the child safety conference. CWOP 
receives New York State funds to do this work. 

 As ACS and the child welfare system improved and CWOP became more 
mainstream, CWOP became more comfortable with ACS and less critical of 
it. In subsequent years, both Voices of Women and Parents In Action also 
switched to an inside strategy. Th e  Child Welfare Watch  became more main-
stream and less critical of ACS, while continuing to produce well-regarded 
analyses of New York’s child welfare system. As Andrew White, the editor 
of the  Watch,  said in 2011, “Th e  Watch  has become part of the DNA of the 
child welfare system.” 8  

 At fi rst, parent advocates worked primarily outside the foster care sys-
tem. Over time they too were increasingly incorporated into child wel-
fare agencies. By 2011, 50 parent advocates were working in 22 foster care 
agencies. Th ey were seen by the leadership of ACS and child welfare agen-
cies as an eff ective and legitimate part of casework practice. 

 In the middle of the past decade, while ACS was increasingly listening 
to parents, supporting quality legal representation for them, and fund-
ing programs that increased the benefi ts they received, the shift to an 
inside strategy strengthened the parents’ movement and its impact on 
child welfare. But as the decade wound down, and parent organizations 
moved toward an inside strategy, the outside pressure on ACS diminished. 
As Mike Arsham, the executive director of CWOP, said in 2011, “An inside 
strategy would not have been possible without outside agitation.” 9   

  REASONS FOR THE CHANGES IN THE PARENTS’ MOVEMENT 

 By 2010, outside agitation against the child welfare system had all but 
disappeared for several reasons. Th e anonymous donor behind the Child 
Welfare Fund (CWF) shifted her funding focus to providing mental health 
services for children rather than reforming the child welfare system and 
I stepped down as executive director in 2009, ending my role as coach, 
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coordinator, and funder of the movement promoting parents’ infl uence 
in the child welfare system. Although I continued to urge parent involve-
ment in child welfare—primarily through the Parent Advocate Initiative 
and Bridge Builders—my departure from CWF diminished the coordina-
tion and funds available to organizations working on behalf of parents.  iv   

 Several parent-led organizations encountered diffi  culties that were 
exacerbated by the reduced funding from CWF. People United for Children 
(PUC), which always struggled to raise money, closed its doors in 2009. 
Voices of Women Organizing Project (VOW), shaken by the loss of its 
founding director, shifted to an inside strategy. Concerned Citizens for 
Family Preservation, relying on parent volunteers for much of its advo-
cacy work on Staten Island, closed its doors in 2010. Parents In Action 
(PIA) moved from demonstrating in the streets, denouncing ACS at public 
forums, and calling foster care a modern form of slavery. PIA now collabo-
rates with ACS in helping individual families reunite with their children. 

 Th e original shift from outside agitation to inside collaboration occurred 
when the movement of parents, CWOP, and their allies was growing 
in strength and ACS had resources to be responsive to the movement’s 
concerns. Its incorporation into the system’s mainstream refl ected the 
strength of the movement rather than its cooptation. But by the end of 
the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century, with little outside agitation or 
pressure pushing ACS to reform, the parents’ movement stalled. 

 Th e shift of parents and their advocates to an inside strategy and 
the loss of outside pressure occurred at the same time as two dramatic 
changes in ACS. First, several high-profi le deaths of children known 
to ACS—most notably those of Nixzmary Brown in 2006 and Marcella 
Pierce in 2010—caused ACS to shift its focus to fi xing protective ser-
vices. Mayor Bloomberg stood by Commissioner Mattingly, but shifted 
resources from helping families to fi xing protective services. Second, the 
crisis in the economy starting in 2008 signifi cantly reduced the money 
available to ACS, further diminishing the resources for families.  v   , 10 

  iv  .   I do not want to overstate my role in promoting child welfare reforms from 
my position at the Child Welfare Fund, but as Martin Guggenheim, a leading child 
welfare reformer, wrote to me: “I regard you as the single most important advocate 
in NYC over the past 20 years because you helped nurture every group and individual 
committed to progressive child welfare reform and many of these people and organi-
zations could not have fl ourished without you.” [Martin Guggenheim, professor, New 
York University School of Law, email communication, May 23, 2011.]  

  v  .   Th e impact of the fi nancial crisis on New York City’s child welfare system was 
exacerbated by a signifi cant decrease in federal funds to New York City for foster 
care. Th e city found “several cases” in which documentation for federal Title IV-E 
funding had not been adequate. Rather than face an unfavorable federal audit, the 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

08_Tobis_Ch 08.indd   20208_Tobis_Ch 08.indd   202 2/13/2013   9:39:39 PM2/13/2013   9:39:39 PM



C O N C L U S I O N S [ 203]

Th e loss of parent pressure from the outside and the reduced resources 
and diminished attention to parents on the inside reinforced each other, 
contributing to an erosion in the parts of the child welfare system that 
had benefi ted parents and families. 

 In essence, at the same time that the parents’ movement diminished 
in strength, parent-focused reforms diminished. Simultaneity of course 
does not imply causation, but the sidelining of parent-focused reforms at 
the same time that the parents’ movement stalled does show the intercon-
nection of the two and is consistent with the view that parents played a 
signifi cant role in bringing about the reforms.  

  LESSONS LEARNED 

 Many lessons emerged while working to reform child welfare over the past 
two decades. Four lessons stand out as most instructive as parents and 
their allies continue reforming child welfare in New York City, and others 
across the country begin to create similar movements elsewhere. 

 First, social movements thrive when participants feel that they are part 
of something larger than themselves. Th ey come to recognize that their 
personal problems are shaped in large part by forces beyond their individ-
ual control. Th ey can see that those forces can be infl uenced by the mutual 
aid, compassion, and collective action from their movement, “collective 
effi  cacy” as described by Harvard sociologist Felton Earls. 11  In the process, 
people develop a sense of their own self-worth and a sense of a shared 
identity that can energize and sustain them. CWOP and a few other orga-
nizations in the parents’ movement trained parents and provided them 
with paid jobs that enabled them to help others going through what they 
went through. Th ese activities created a shared identity and a sense of 
“collective effi  cacy” that sustained the members of the movement. 

 Second, power is the key to success. Whether you choose an inside strat-
egy—collaborating with the establishment—or an outside strategy—agi-
tating from the streets or bringing a lawsuit in the courts—a movement 
needs to create power. People of good will who run a system, a bureauc-
racy, an agency, or a program generally will make changes only to the 
extent that those changes meet their interests. When their interests and 

city gave up $140 million in federal foster care funding. Federal funding fell from 
40% to 24% of the total foster care budget. [Kathleen Mahar, “How Has Shift Away 
from Foster Care Aff ected Funding, Spending, Caseloads?” (New York: New York City 
Independent Budget Offi  ce, October 2011): 5.]  
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the interests of their clients collide, as so often happens in child welfare, a 
countervailing force is needed to bring about reform. 

 Power comes from diff erent sources—money, information, people, and 
connections. Th e area in which we should have put more emphasis was 
in creating connections with other movements of people fi ghting for par-
allel changes in other systems. Th e disabilities movement, for example, 
gained strength not only by linking disabilities—the blind, the deaf, the 
physically disabled, and the developmentally disabled—but by connect-
ing with activists in other areas—veterans and workers who had people 
with disabilities among their ranks. 12  Although the parents’ movement in 
New York City briefl y tried to join forces with developmental disabilities 
activists, and CWOP has had contact with child welfare and antipoverty 
activists in other cities, the process of linking to other movements did not 
have the attention it deserved. 

 Th ird, individuals bring about change, but they can take things only so 
far. Without an organization with structure, staff , funding, and a clearly 
defi ned mission, the activities are likely to fi zzle. Th e child welfare lead-
ers who generated whirlwinds of activity, but did not simultaneously 
create strong organizations, burned out, and their organizations folded. 
Funding and technical assistance may help, but not always. How to ena-
ble a visionary and inspiring leader who lacks the skills and experience 
to create and sustain an organization is one of the unsolved puzzles of 
this work. 

 And fi nally, the parents’ movement was one way to create a sustained 
countervailing force to bring about long-lasting change; it may not be the 
only way. Class action lawsuits that lead to broad court-ordered consent 
decrees have signifi cantly improved child welfare systems. Illinois, for 
example, is one of the few jurisdictions that has signifi cantly reduced the 
number of children in foster care over a sustained period of time—from 
52,000 in 1997 to about 17,000 in recent years—and has made other sig-
nifi cant improvements in its child welfare system. Th ese include promoting 
family preservation, increasing parent/child visiting, and moving chil dren 
to permanent placements more quickly. 13  In 2003 Illinois operated under 
eight state and federal court consent decrees that forced the state to make 
these improvements. 14  A full analysis of the situation in Illinois and other 
states operating under broad court-ordered consent decrees is needed, but 
class action lawsuits and court-ordered consent decrees can be a counter-
vailing force to change child welfare. 

 Elected offi  cials who represent the interests of poor families might 
also be a force for change. But they will need grassroots pressure on them 
from parents, the poor, and the general public to remain focused on child 
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welfare and to remain in offi  ce, which brings us back to the need for a 
movement of parents and their allies. 

 Th e parents’ movement in New York, like all social movements, has a 
life cycle. It developed in the early 1990s and grew for the next 15 years, 
contributing to signifi cant changes in the child welfare system. Although 
its force has waned in the past 5 years, the values it promoted have become 
mainstream within child welfare practice. Fewer than 14,000 children are 
in foster care where once there were almost 50,000. Publicly funded law 
fi rms now represent almost half of all parents in family court when their 
children are in danger of being removed. Most foster care agencies in New 
York City have hired parent advocates to help parents reunite with their 
children. More struggling families than in the past receive preventive 
services to ameliorate their problems. 

 But these reforms are vulnerable and provide only partial solutions. 
More than half of the families with children who are about to be removed 
do not have quality legal representation in family court. Most foster care 
agencies have hired only one or two parent advocates, though thousands 
of families could benefi t from their involvement. Preventive services for 
families have been cut and much of what families most need is largely 
unavailable—jobs, improved housing, drug treatment, and mental health 
services. 

 Th e child welfare system is dramatically diff erent today than it was 
20 years ago. But pressure from parents and their allies is still needed to 
keep the system moving forward or at least to keep the child welfare roll-
ercoaster from sliding back downhill. Th e annex to this book describes a 
vision for future reform and a strategy to get there.        
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     Epilogue   

   Commissioner Mattingly attended the Child Welfare Organizing Project’s 
(CWOPs) fourteenth graduating class of Parent Leaders on Monday July 25, 
2011. It was the commissioner’s fi nal public appearance before announc-
ing the following day that he would resign after serving for 7 years as child 
welfare commissioner, the longest serving child welfare commissioner in 
the city’s history. 1  Th e following day Mayor Bloomberg announced that 
Ronald Richter would be the new commissioner of the Administration for 
Children’s Services (ACS) beginning in September. 2  

 Unlike the three previous child welfare commissioners, Richter had 
not worked in a voluntary child welfare agency before becoming commis-
sioner. He had represented children in family court for 10 years becom-
ing deputy attorney-in-charge for Legal Aid’s juvenile rights division. In 
2005 Mattingly appointed him to serve as deputy commissioner of ACS 
for Family Court Legal Services, representing ACS in all matters before 
the city’s fi ve family courts. While at ACS his eff ective leadership and 
attention to the rights of both children and parents enabled him to please 
the broad spectrum of competing interests in child welfare. At one end 
of the spectrum he recruited police offi  cers to work with child protec-
tion investigators; at the other end he enabled Bridge Builders to secure 
a special part in family court to handle all child welfare cases coming 
from the Highbridge community. After 2 years he left ACS to work in the 
mayor’s offi  ce as the family services coordinator. After another 2 years, in 
2009, Mayor Bloomberg appointed him to serve as a family court judge in 
Queens. 

 Richter’s appointment as ACS commissioner was hailed by all segments 
of the child welfare community. Jim Purcell, the head of the Council of 
Family and Child Caring Agencies, which represents all foster care agen-
cies, said that “Mayor Bloomberg has made a terrifi c choice.” 3  Mike Arsham 
from CWOP wrote that “We applaud his appointment.” 4  
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 Four months into Commissioner Richter’s term in offi  ce he issued the 
ACS 2011–2013 Strategic Plan, anticipating that he would likely serve 
until only December 2013, the end of Bloomberg’s third term. Although 
the plan was well received by service providers, it raised concerns among 
the parent advocacy community. Fifty-one leaders in child welfare, includ-
ing 15 parents, signed a letter to the commissioner raising their concerns. 
“Th e plan seems more geared to strengthening child protective services 
than to strengthening families. A comprehensive plan would address 
both.” 5  

 Richter agreed to meet with a delegation of the advocates. Th e meet-
ing in April was more encouraging than the advocates anticipated. ACS 
would continue as planned to strengthen protective services and bring 
juvenile off enders who had been placed upstate, back to facilities in New 
York City—important and appropriate priorities. At the meeting Richter 
reported that ACS would consider one of the advocates’ main recommen-
dations—having parent advocates attend every child safety conference 
held throughout the city. Th ese conferences determine if a child should 
be removed from his or her family. Th e parent advocate serves as an ally 
of the parent in the conference, helping the parent understand his or her 
rights and options. A 2012 evaluation by the National Resource Center 
for Permanency and Family Connections of parent advocates participat-
ing in child safety conferences in East Harlem showed fewer children were 
placed into foster care when a CWOP-trained parent advocate attended 
the session. 6,   i   Th e evaluation may have added to Richter’s already high 
regard for the use of parent advocates, though he did not feel the evalua-
tion rose to the level of evidence-based research. 

 Richter agreed to address other concerns of the advocates. Th e advo-
cates’ letter stated that the Strategic Plan had “no mention of the racial 
bias that pervades child welfare.” Richter reported that ACS will imple-
ment an “undoing racism” training for senior management and other ACS 
staff , a small but important step to addressing a long-standing problem in 
child welfare. Although ACS would not increase the funding for general 
preventive services that has decreased over recent years, it will provide 
additional support for families with teenagers. Teenagers are the subjects 
of a third of the reports of child abuse and neglect. 7  

  i  .   Several of ACS’s senior management prefer that parent advocates attend some 
child safety conferences while other members of a family’s community—civic or 
church leaders—attend other child safety conferences. At present, a fi nal decision 
has not been made regarding which approach would be used. Regardless of the out-
come, it seems likely that trained parent advocates will participate in more child 
safety conferences.  
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 Other priority issues raised by the advocates were not embraced by 
ACS—having more parent advocates hired by foster care agencies, expanding 
the legal representation of parents in family court, or increasing the funding 
for the Community Partnership Initiatives.  ii   Nevertheless, Commissioner 
Richter agreed to future meetings to continue the discussions. 

 Change occurs slowly, especially in large systems such as child welfare. 
But the reforms set in motion 20 years ago by the parents’ movement and 
championed by their allies continue under Commissioner Richter. As he 
so aptly said in a recent interview, “It’s always hard to draw political atten-
tion to issues that aff ect children and families as opposed to business 
interests where powerful lobbyists have sway.” 8  Th at is where parents and 
their allies have come in to shift the balance of power. Th e child welfare 
system may inch forward under Commissioner Richter, but the progress 
is likely to be more signifi cant and come about more quickly if parents and 
their allies remain as a strong, countervailing force.        

  ii  .   ACS hired Chapin Hall to evaluate the Community Partnerships. Th e evaluation 
has not yet been completed.  
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       ANNEX I 

 A Vision and a Strategy   

   A VISION 

 Child welfare in New York and throughout the United States is a resid-
ual service in which a family receives help only after the child has been 
abused or neglected. Th e residual perspective is based on the belief that 
the troubles of families derive from shortcomings in the parents—moral, 
psychological, physiological, or some other personal failing. 1  Foster care 
within the United States has emerged as the major tool in this model to 
deal with parental and family shortcomings. Th e alternative approach is 
a universal, preventive model in which fi nancial supports and social ser-
vices are available as a right to all families experiencing diffi  culties not 
just to the very poor, at all points in their life cycle before their problems 
become overwhelming. In the universal, preventive model, removal of the 
child and placement into foster care are used as a last resort, as is the case 
in most European countries. 2  Th e universal, preventive model is based on 
the belief that individuals are responsible for their actions, but that social 
and economic conditions beyond their control often shape their choices. 

 Many of the elements of that system, including the rights of parents 
in it, were recently codifi ed in  From Rights to Reality,  by parent advocacy 
organizations, government agencies, and foundations. 3  It calls for a child 
welfare system that is based on the rights of parents and children in which 
quality legal representation is available to parents in all legal proceedings. 
It is a system that helps families with the wide range of services and sup-
ports they need before their problems become overwhelming, rather than 
only after they have fallen off  a cliff , as is the situation now. Th ese services 
include not only case management, parenting classes, anger management, 
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and counseling currently available through preventive services programs, 
but jobs, better housing, better health care, child care, emergency assis-
tance, properly functioning schools, health and mental health services, 
and drug treatment programs, which are often not available. 

 When families are charged with abusing or neglecting their children, 
child protective services should at least create a dual-track system as have 
all or part of 18 other states, including 19 counties in New York State. 4  By 
that approach, low-risk situations, such as educational neglect, in which 
child physical safety is not an issue, are assessed to fi nd out what help the 
family needs, rather than investigated for punishment. In many European 
countries social service agencies are the fi rst responders when families are 
having trouble rather than child protection investigators. Th is is a meth-
odology that could be tried in the United States as well. Under this system, 
the state would intervene to remove the child only if the social service 
agency is unable to provide adequate help to ensure the child’s safety. 

 When families are found to have neglected or abused children and help 
to the family would ensure the child’s safety, those resources should be 
provided so children can remain at home. If they cannot remain home 
safely, they should be placed in foster care. Whenever possible, children 
in foster care should be placed with a relative or if that is not possible, in 
a nonrelative foster home in the community in which they were living so 
that they can continue to attend their school, maintain their friendships, 
and be in regular contact with their families, a primary factor determin-
ing how quickly children return home. Out-of-home placement should be 
brief, and when children leave foster care, they and their families again 
need a range of supports to ease the transition back to home and to pre-
vent the original problems from resurfacing. 

 Th e question is how can these changes be brought about in economically 
troubled times during which many government leaders advocate scaling 
back government? What is the strategy to create a child welfare system 
that continues to improve or at least does not come crashing down as has 
happened so often in the past?  

  A STRATEGY 

 If government does not increase or further reduces its responsibility to 
the poor, the country will face more crises from increased child neglect 
and abuse and more children in foster care. Th ere will be more homeless-
ness, more sickness, and more crime, involving children in foster care as 
well as children who leave foster care. A 2010 study led by Mark Courtney 
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at the University of Washington followed adolescents who left foster care 
in mid-west states until they were 23 or 24 years of age. Sixteen percent of 
the males were incarcerated at the time of the study; 45% of the women 
had been incarcerated at some time. Twenty-four percent of the young 
adults had been homeless, half more than once. Fifty-two percent were 
unemployed and 75% of the women were or had been pregnant. Nearly 
25% had neither a high school diploma nor a GED. 5  

 We either pay upfront to protect children or we pay at the back end for 
foster care after a child is abused or neglected. If 50,000 children were in 
New York City’s foster care today as in 1992, at an average cost of $49,000 
a year per child in 2010, the cost would be $2.45 billion a year, rather than 
$789 million a year for the 16,000 children in care in 2010. 6  Th e $1.7 bil-
lion in savings should be used up front for preventive services at an aver-
age cost of $10,000 per family or $4,000 per child.  i   ,7  

 How then can a child welfare system based on rights, prevention, and 
support for families be created? How can we create the force or, as some 
say, the political will to make the needed change? How does child welfare 
get to the head of the line with police and fi re departments when it comes 
to receiving government money? More important, how can a movement 
be forged pressing for government policies that champion social responsi-
bility including universally available social supports? 

 Although the ideas presented here are specific to New York City, they 
apply to other localities as well. First, child welfare advocates, parents, 
and their allies can expand their work and influence inside the child 
welfare system. Collaborating with the Administration for Children’s 
Services (ACS) and working as parent advocates within foster care and 
preventive service agencies have been major victories; the alliance of 
parents and professionals in child welfare has been unprecedented. 
Their expanded pressure is needed to preserve the reforms in place 
and to keep the system moving forward. Social workers who have been 
on the sidelines of these reforms could explore whether hiring a parent 
advocate could improve casework with families. Agency administra-
tors might hire parent advocates and create forums in their agencies 
in which families can express their concerns and recommendations. 
Boards of directors might invite parents to join with them in making 
decisions about their agencies; currently no foster care agency in New 
York City, and probably none in the nation, has a parent with child 
welfare experience on its board of directors. 

  i  .   Assuming an average of 2.5 children per family served in preventive service 
programs.  
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 Alliances might also be made with organizations of foster care youth 
who are organizing within the child welfare system. Currently the most 
eff ective of these groups is California Youth Connection (CYC). A national 
spin-off , the National Foster Youth Action Network, was set up by CYC’s 
founder, Janet Knipe, to expand foster youth organizing across the coun-
try. Th e Action Network’s goal is for national policy makers and state child 
welfare systems to involve current and former foster youth as equal part-
ners in the development of child welfare policy and legislation. 

 Th e Child Welfare Organizing Project (CWOP) and other advocates can 
continue their discussions with ACS to increase the number of communi-
ties in which trained parent advocates are paid to attend child safety con-
ferences. Th e law fi rms that are paid by government to represent half of 
the parents who are about to have their children removed by family court 
can press for the other half to be represented by them or by other public 
interest law fi rms. Staten Island—the borough with St. George/Stapleton 
(the community with the highest rate of children placed in foster care in 
the city)—should not be the one borough without institutional legal rep-
resentation for its parents. Th e independent evaluation that these law 
fi rms propose conducting is an important step in that direction. 

 Working inside the system does not mean giving up your right to force-
fully criticize what is harmful in child welfare. Th e foster care agencies 
have the Council of Family and Child Caring Agencies (COFCCA) lobby-
ing ACS and the state. And when the agencies feel they have been treated 
unfairly, they sue the city as Little Flower Children and Family Services 
recently did when it believed its foster care contract should have been 
renewed and wasn’t. Parent advocacy organizations can do the same. 

 CWOP, other parent advocacy organizations, and their allies need to 
also have an outside strategy. If they don’t, parents working inside the sys-
tem will be too weak to sustain the changes that have been made, let alone 
move the system forward. Th e child welfare rollercoaster will slide down-
hill, perhaps not to its nadir in 1995, but more children will be placed into 
foster care, more families will be destroyed, and more stories of children 
whose lives have been shattered by ACS and child welfare agencies will fi ll 
the media. To regain its strength and infl uence, CWOP and other parent 
organizations need to expand their alliance with professionals in child 
welfare and create alliances in other social service areas and with broader 
social movements as well. 

 One way to link with these other organizations is to view child welfare 
through a civil rights prism. Ninety-six percent of the children in foster 
care in New York City are black, Latino, Asian, or other minorities 8 ; when 
half of their parents appear in family court they do so without adequate 

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

10_Tobis_Annex.indd   21410_Tobis_Annex.indd   214 2/13/2013   9:40:33 PM2/13/2013   9:40:33 PM



A N N E X I  [ 215]

legal representation. Th at child welfare leaders label these problems as 
“disproportionality” rather than racism, indicates why a broader perspec-
tive and broader alliances are needed to reform the system. 

 Many child welfare organizations can be part of this alliance: CWOP; 
VOW; the former leaders of PUC and Concerned Citizens; Richard Wexler 
at NCCPR; the 100 lawyers and their organizations who represent parents 
in family court; Citizens’ Committee for Children; foundations such as 
Casey Family Programs, which has a national goal for 2020 of reducing 
foster care by half; the New York Foundation, which promotes community 
organizing; and other funders who support parents and their allies—to 
name a few. Th e Social Service Employees Union might be part of such a 
coalition in areas in which their interests overlap with child welfare cli-
ents. A coordinating body would strengthen their impact. 

 Child welfare reformers can gather more force by making alliances 
beyond child welfare with advocacy organizations in other social service 
areas in which child welfare is an important concern. Juvenile justice, 
child care, homelessness, mental health, and substance abuse have impor-
tant overlaps with child welfare parents and children. When many of these 
constituencies joined forces with elected offi  cials in April 2011, with 800 
people demonstrating at City Hall protesting budget cuts in child care and 
early education, the city council restored much of the funding. 9  A subse-
quent demonstration had an even bigger impact.  “ In a city where fi nancial 
institutions are too big to fail,” as the article in the  New York Nonprofi t 
Press  reported, “yesterday’s May12th Coalition rally in which more than 
20,000 people marched on Wall Street was fi nally too big to ignore.” Th e 
event brought together diverse groups with a common interest in expand-
ing social services—labor unions, grass roots advocacy organizations, 
Catholic Charities, and human service providers. Subsequently cuts in 
preventive services and other social service programs were restored. 10  

 Alliances can also be forged with parent organizations in other fi elds 
such as developmental disabilities, mental health, and public education. 
Parents in each of those fi elds have become powerful change agents.  ii   

  ii  .   Risks are associated with their success. Parents of children with developmen-
tal disabilities, for example, contributed to closing the Willowbrook Developmental 
Center, where abuse of the residents was rampant, on Staten Island in the 1980s. 
Since then, parents of children with developmental disabilities created organizations 
that became service providers on contract with the state to provide group homes for 
the developmentally disabled, and dramatically reduced their public criticisms of 
and pressure on the state agency that serves the developmentally disabled.  
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 Alliances could be formed outside of social services with antipoverty 
organizations that have broader agendas. Th ese alliances can be with 
activist groups whose constituents are also embroiled in the child wel-
fare system. Th ese include organizations that are working for jobs and 
health care for the poor, to end the exploitation of women, to help people 
in prison, and for the rights of immigrants. Some of these groups such as 
Every Mother is a Working Mother, Welfare Warriors, and the Poor People’s 
Economic and Human Rights Campaign have already taken note that their 
constituents have been entangled in the child welfare system and have 
begun to organize and press for reforms on child welfare issues. It would 
strengthen the power of all groups if child welfare reform was embraced 
by these and other antipoverty organizations and if child welfare groups 
focused on the broader reforms promoted by those organizations. 

 One of the most important alliances that child welfare-aff ected parents 
and their allies could make is with the general public. With the help of 
journalists and parent activists the public can become aware of who the 
parents in the child welfare system are and how the system fails them. 
As Steven Cohen, the staff  director of the Special Child Welfare Advisory 
Panel, concluded, “Most of the families involved with the child welfare 
system are committed to their kids and are torn up by not being able to 
raise their kids safely and by confronting systems that hurt rather than 
help them.” 11  Members of the public who read horror stories in the media 
about parents who have viciously abused their children can be made to 
realize that these stories represent a miniscule portion of the parents 
whose children are removed from their custody. Th e stories of why the 
children of Tracey Carter, Wanda Chambers, Sandra Killett, Shawrline 
Nicholson, Jeanette Vega, and Youshell Williams were placed in foster 
care are far more common. 

 We who care about our own children and other people’s children should 
push government to help families as the best way to help their children. 
Th is can be accomplished by contacting elected offi  cials to ask that preven-
tive service programs be expanded; standing with parents and their allies 
outside of City Hall when they seek funds to help children by strengthen-
ing families; reading  Rise  magazine (www.risemagazine.org) to learn more 
about the lives of struggling parents; and inviting parents from CWOP or 
VOW to speak at your church or club to learn more about parents’ ideas to 
help their children. 

 Without more resources from government, there won’t be money to 
pay for health care, to improve the schools, and to keep children safe and 
families together. When families fall apart, everyone suff ers. Increase the 
role of government and raise taxes to help children and families? Th at 
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may sound unimaginable in 2013. But 25 years ago few thought the Soviet 
system would end. In the 1960s 35% of the elderly in the United States 
were poor. Improvements to Social Security and the advent of Medicare 
changed that; in 1995 10% of the elderly were poor, a far greater decline 
than for any other group. 12  Sweden in the early 1930s had a residual child 
welfare system and a punitive family policy that, in many ways, was sim-
ilar to the U.S. social welfare system at the time. A person accepting poor 
relief in Sweden, for example, lost his right to vote; this rule was not abol-
ished until 1945. 13  Since then the national government created what has 
become the most preventive, universal social welfare system in the world. 
Conditions change, governments change, and programs change. 

 Th e parent advocate’s movement has lifted the pessimism that was per-
vasive among child welfare-aff ected parents. Th e child welfare system has 
responded to their complaints. Th ey have a voice and are making a diff er-
ence in their own lives and in the lives of parents throughout the city. It is 
now the broader population’s responsibility to join with them, to increase 
their strength, and to destroy the pessimism in the rest of the population 
that thinks things won’t improve, that their voices won’t make a diff er-
ence. Parents have overcome enormous diffi  culties and have helped move 
an intransigent system. Th ey need the public’s support. 

 Anyone who has experienced his or her own diffi  culties might think 
about the times we have been depressed, have not had enough money, have 
drunk too much, or have broken promises to ourselves. Th ink about the 
mistakes each of us has made while parenting. Imagine what our responses 
might have been without resources to fall back on—skills, money, family, 
friends, and connections. And think of what would be seen if our lives 
were constantly scrutinized in public housing, in public hospitals, in pub-
lic child care, and in our child’s public school. 

 Parenting is challenging under the best circumstances and can be over-
whelming for many. It certainly has been for the mothers in this book who 
have come back “from the other side.” Th ey need all the help they can get 
from us to keep New York’s child welfare system on track and to create the 
satisfying lives we all seek for our children and for ourselves.  
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     Abbreviations   

      ACS      Administration for Children’s Services   
  AECF      Annie E. Casey Foundation   
  ASFA      Adoption Assistance and Safe Family Act of 1997   
  BCW      Bureau of Child Welfare   
  BMCI      Bushwick Managed Care Initiative   
  CCC      Citizen’s Committee for Children   
  CCFP      Concerned Citizens for Family Preservation   
  CDSC      Community Development Support Corporation   
  CPI      Community Partnership Initiative (later called CPP, Community 

Partnership Program)   
  CRI      Children’s Rights Inc.   
  CSC      Child Safety Conferences   
  CFP      Casey Family Programs   
  COFCCA      Council of Family and Child Caring Agencies   
  CRE      Community Resource Exchange   
  CWA      Child Welfare Administration   
  CWF      Child Welfare Fund   
  CWOP      Child Welfare Organizing Project   
  CYC      California Youth Connection   
  DHS      Department of Human Services   
  EMWM      Every Mother is a Working Mother   
  FTC      Family Team Conference   
  IOC      Improved Outcomes for Children   
  MSAR      Maximum State Aid Rate   
  MSW      Masters of Social Work   
  NCCPR      National Coalition for Child Protectin Reform   
  NYCHA      New York City Housing Authority   
  OCFS      New York State Offi  ce of Children and Family Services   
  OSI      Open Society Institute   

OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF – REVISES, Wed Feb 13 2013, NEWGEN

11_Tobis_Abbreviation.indd   21911_Tobis_Abbreviation.indd   219 2/13/2013   9:40:54 PM2/13/2013   9:40:54 PM



[220] Abbreviations

  PAI      Parent Advocate Initiative   
  PAN      Parent Advocate Network   
  PAWG      Parent Advisory Work Group   
  PIA      Parents In Action   
  PUC      People United for Children   
  SSC      Special Services for Children   
  VOW      Voices of Women Organizing Project      
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