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Introduction:  Why a Parent Leadership Curriculum?

In 1998, CWOP was invited to meet with a group of New York City Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) contractors in Northern Brooklyn called the Bushwick Managed Care Initiative (BMCI.)  BMCI was a collaborative of six agencies that provided foster care and preventive services.  In 1999, they were preparing to respond to a Request For Proposals intended to induce ACS contractors to adopt more neighborhood-based models of service delivery.  Some of the BMCI agencies had significant community ties in Bushwick.  Others did not.  All were concerned with improving their image and relationships with parents and families in the community, and this was where they felt they needed CWOP’s help.

CWOP brought local parents who had personal experience with ACS, parents staffing seminal Parent Advocate programs with other agencies, and BMCI executives to the table together for a series of structured dialogues over the course of about six months.  Parents told the agency executives that they wanted to be more active in service planning for their families, and in the decision-making and governance of the agencies that existed to serve them, but that they often felt excluded from these roles.  The playing field was not level.  Professional agency staff had knowledge, resources, and connections that were not as readily available to local parents.  Relationships between parents and professionals were characterized by power imbalances that made open communication difficult and even risky.  Many parents felt stereotyped and categorized.  A history of ACS involvement led to a host of mostly negative assumptions that pervaded and depreciated the quality of their relationships with professionals.  It was through these dialogues that the idea of a Parent Leadership Curriculum emerged.

The resulting partnership with the Bushwick Managed Care Initiative, from 1998 – 2001, was a pivotal, formative experience for CWOP, and one through which we also achieved significant outcomes.  We guided and witnessed the development a cadre of seven outstanding Parent Leaders, who collectively raised public consciousness about the role of parents in the child welfare system through dozens of CWOP activities.  They reached out to, educated, and inspired hundreds of other parents throughout the city.  About half secured full-time employment in child welfare agencies.  The remainder helped CWOP import the Parent Leadership Curriculum to East Harlem in 2001 / 2.  The Curriculum course outlines became legacy materials that parents have used to successfully replicate the curriculum in East Harlem for five consecutive years, 2001 / 2 – 2006 / 7.  Pre- / post-test instruments consistently reveal measurable cognitive and attitudinal gains on the part of the Parent Leaders. Our graduates have formed a “talent pool” for our own staff and Board.  They have helped us establish a positive, trusted presence in our host communities of East Harlem and Highbridge.  Cumulatively, over 50% of the Curriculum’s graduates have secured employment as peer outreach workers, advocates, and / or organizers at over twenty foster care, preventive, legal, and community service agencies (see Sidebar 2).  Over 70% of the Parent Leaders who had a child in foster care when they began the Curriculum had reunited their family by its conclusion.



CWOP’s experience in both Bushwick and East Harlem prepared us to play a key role in facilitating parent / community participation in the Highbridge Partnership for Family Supports and Justice (a.k.a. “The Bridge Builders”), a South Bronx collaborative formed for the purpose of reducing both child maltreatment and unnecessary foster care placement of Highbridge children.  The Partnership is supported by a funders’ collaborative, and consists of a variety of community agencies, both public and private, including ACS.  Through the Bridge Builders, in 2002 – 3, CWOP established a South Bronx office. CWOP Highbridge Parent Organizers are working with ACS, ACS contractors, public schools, and other key local agencies to support family life in this very high-need community in a variety of creative and unprecedented ways.  We have graduated three classes of Highbridge Parent Leaders, the first in April 2005..  The Parent Leadership Curriculum has become a key, indispensable element of CWOP’s approach.  We anticipate replicating and refining the curriculum indefinitely.  We began our first Bedford Stuyvesant Curriculum in November 2007.
We have a saying at CWOP that has become almost a mantra in our Parent Support Groups:  


These materials are offered in that same spirit.

Outreach and Recruitment
In Bushwick, we initially asked the BMCI agencies to identify parents on caseload who they thought had “leadership potential.”  We suggested thinking about parents who had done everything their Case Planners might have hoped to reunite their own families, who had used agency services well, and who had good interpersonal communication skills.  This proved to be more difficult than we had anticipated.  The Case Planners were preoccupied with many other tasks, and also seemed unaccustomed to envisioning parents in leadership roles.  It took about six months to identify our first group of Bushwick Parent Leaders.  The Case Planners did wind up identifying some excellent candidates.  Many, however, later reported some conflicted feelings about joining the Curriculum based on their Case Planners’ recommendations.  Those with children still in foster care were unconvinced that participation was truly voluntary.  They suspected that it might be another tacit prerequisite to reunification, like a parenting training class, or a form of group therapy (“another hoop to jump through.”)  It was only after meeting with CWOP staff, including a Parent Organizer, that they came to fully understand the purposes and goals of the Curriculum, and confirmed their interest in participating.

When we first introduced the Curriculum in East Harlem, independent of any explicit partnership with local agencies, we modified our approach to outreach and recruitment.  We belonged to an East Harlem Human Services Consortium, and we invited the member agencies to refer candidates, but we saw this only as an adjunct to our own direct recruiting efforts. We accepted primary responsibility for our own recruitment, and relied upon community outreach by the Parent Organizers on our staff.  East Harlem is a community noted for high rates of ACS activity, including protective removal and foster care placement.  There are few families in the community whose lives have not been impacted by ACS in some way, directly or indirectly.  We expanded the eligibility criteria for Parent Leaders to include not only parents of children in foster care and preventive services, but subjects of child protective investigations that did not result in removals or referrals for services, kinship foster parents, and adults who had spent some portion of their own childhood in foster care.

Parent Organizers helped design flyers (sample included) and tried to saturate the community with them.  They distributed flyers in housing projects, schools, daycare centers, Laundromats, beauty parlors, local elected officials’ district offices, and at Family Court.  They posted them on lampposts and bus shelters, in lobbies, and store windows.  This direct outreach turned out to be more productive than relying upon agencies for recruitment purposes.  By eliminating the agencies as intermediaries, we were able to connect with local parents on a parent-to-parent basis, communicating an unambiguous message that the Curriculum existed for the parents’ benefit and was free of any hidden coercive agendas.  Parents who had graduated from the Bushwick Curriculum were able to vouch for this personally.  The local Human Services Consortium turned out not to be a significant source of referrals.  Only one of our original East Harlem Parent Leaders learned of us through her agency, an inpatient mother / child drug treatment program where CWOP staff had offered an on-site parents’ rights training.  The rest were engaged through community outreach.  About fifty parents requested interviews, half this number appeared for interviews, and twelve were chosen.
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                                                                                                                                            Agosto 2003
¿Sabia usted, qué en el año 2002, 380 niños de East Harlem fueron removidos de sus hogares por la Administración de Servicios de Niños (ACS) en la Cuidad de Nueva York?

¿Sabia usted, qué este fue el tercer-mayor numero de niños removidos de sus hogares que de cualquier otro vecindario en la cuidad de Nueva York?

PADRES DE EAST HARLEM DE LOS NIÑOS QUE ESTAN O HAN ESTADO ENVUELTOS EN HOGARES DE CRIANZA DE ACS, SERVICIOS PREVENTIVOS O PROTECTIVOS

Le gustaría a usted:

· ¿Obtener un mejor entendimiento de sus derechos legales y      

          responsabilidades?  

· ¿Ayudar a otros padres y familiares en su comunidad?

· ¿Trabajar para cambiar y mejorar el sistema del bienestar de niños en la ciudad de Nueva York? 

· ¿Desarrolle sus habilidades y  conocimiento que lo cualifique para un empleo de tiempo completo con el sistema del bienestar de niños?

El Child Welfare Organizing Project esta reclutando padres para “Padres Liderazgo en East Harlem”.  Si usted es un padre y vive en El Barrio qué ha tenido experiencias personales con ACS, y le gustaría la idea de trabajar y ayudar a otros padres en su comunidad, y tiene cerca diez de horas disponibles cada semana, quisiéramos hablar con usted!
POR FAVOR LLAME A MIKE O TERESA AL (212) 348-3000 PARA UNA ENTREVISTA.          

CWOP is supported by the Child Welfare Fund, the Community Resource Exchange Reality Checks Fund, the Daphne Foundation, the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, the Fund for the City of New York, the Hite Foundation, the New York Foundation, the New York Women’s Foundation, the North Star Fund, the Open Society Institute, the Valentine Perry Snyder Fund, a variety of individual donors, and a Member Item Grant from New York State Assembly Member Roger Green administered by the New York State Office of Children and Family Services
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_____________________________________________________________________
August 2003

Did you know that, in 2002, 380 East Harlem children were removed from their families by the New York City Administration for Children’s Services (ACS)?  

Did you know that this was the third-highest number of removals from any NYC neighborhood?

EAST HARLEM PARENTS OF CHILDREN WHO ARE, OR HAVE BEEN, INVOLVED WITH ACS FOSTER CARE, PROTECTIVE, OR PREVENTIVE SERVICES,

Would you like to:

· Gain a better understanding of your legal rights and responsibilities?

· Help other parents and families in your community?

· Work to change and improve the NYC child welfare system?

· Develop skills and knowledge that may qualify you for full-time employment in the child welfare system?

The Child Welfare Organizing Project is recruiting for an East Harlem Parent Leadership Initiative.  If you are a parent living in East Harlem who has had personal experience with ACS, if you like the idea of working with and helping other parents in you community, and you have about ten hours per week to spare, we would like to talk to you!

PLEASE CALL TERESA OR MIKE AT (212) 348-3000

TO SCHEDULE AN INTERVIEW

CWOP is supported by the Child Welfare Fund, the Community Resource Exchange Reality Checks Fund, the Daphne Foundation, the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, the Fund for the City of New York, the Hite Foundation, the New York Foundation, the New York Women’s Foundation, the North Star Fund, the Open Society Institute, the Valentine Perry Snyder Fund, a variety of individual donors, and a Member Item Grant from New York State Assembly Member Roger Green administered by the New York State Office of Children and Family Services



Interviewing and Selection

Criteria for admission into the Curriculum tend to be very broad and inclusive.  We consider any parent who has had direct personal experience with the public child welfare system to be a constituent, and feel an automatic sense of obligation towards them.  We are reluctant to exclude candidates from the Curriculum based on how they present in an interview.  Some possible exceptions include candidates who:

· Seem overly focused on the financial reimbursement offered to Parent Leaders

· Appear to be active drug or alcohol users, or to have an untreated mental illness

· Seem unlikely to be available for the suggested ten hours per week (e.g., a single parent who is working full time and attending college).

Most interviews are conducted by small groups of 3 – 4 CWOP staff members, initially including the Executive Director, Parent Organizers, and student interns, each with an equal vote in the final decision-making.  Some of the Parent Organizers’ early decision-making in East Harlem seemed counterintuitive from the Executive Director’s point of view as a social worker and administrator.  While the Executive Director questioned the appropriateness of candidates who seemed very angry, overwhelmed, or unfocused in their interviews, the Parent Organizers found these to be some of the most relatable candidates (“I remember when I felt that way.  It was hard for people to see my potential through all that emotion.”)  In subsequent cycles of the Curriculum, Parent Organizers and student interns assumed more, and eventually, all responsibility for Parent Leader interviewing and selection.  Rates of Parent Leader retention and graduation have improved steadily over time.

An interview protocol developed by CWOP staff is used as a means of guiding and documenting the interview process.  A typical interview begins with CWOP staff giving a brief overview of the Curriculum, roughly, as follows:

CWOP is an organization of parents who have been involved with the child welfare system.  Many of us have had children in foster care.  We help and advise other parents on how to reunite their families, based on our own experience.  We also work together to help change the system, to make it more respectful of parents and families.  The CWOP Parent Leadership Curriculum was developed by parents for parents, to help us gain a better understanding of the NYC child welfare system, and prepare us for roles as peer advocates and organizers.  It began in Bushwick in 1999.  While we cannot guarantee any specific results, the large majority of our graduates who had children in foster care have succeeded in reuniting their families, and over 50% have gotten jobs as Parent Advocates.  We don’t do any of this for you.  We try and teach you how to advocate for yourself.  The Curriculum is (six to eight) months long, and requires a commitment of about ten hours per week.  It consists of both classroom sessions (‘CWOP Academy’) and hands-on learning activities (give examples).  We reimburse you for your expenses in connection with your participation. 

The outreach / recruitment phase of the Curriculum has varied in duration from three to six months.  In recent years, we have begun asking candidates to attend our weekly Support Group and other CWOP activities during this time period, both so that staff can get to know them better, and so that the candidate can gain a better understanding of the organization before committing to a six-to-eight-month course of study and community service.

The Work Agreement

One unchanging principle of the Parent Leadership Curriculum, dating back to its inception in Bushwick, is that parents have a right to be financially compensated for their time devoted to the Curriculum.  The reasons for this are both practical and symbolic.  

The nature of the child welfare system in New York City (and beyond) is that the majority of the families affected by the system are poor.  The communities in which ACS’s presence is most pervasive are, overwhelmingly, low income communities populated by people of color and recent immigrants:  Upper Manhattan, the South Bronx, and Central Brooklyn.  Many parents in these communities are motivated to learn more about this public service system, both to protect their families, and to be of assistance to their friends and neighbors.  Most, however, cannot be reasonably expected to commit ten hours per week to activities that generate expenses (such as travel, child care, or time off from work), but do not produce income. 

On a symbolic level, putting a monetary value on parents’ time – once again, going back to our beginnings in Bushwick – was both an equalizer and a value statement.  It was a way of “leveling the playing field” between parents and professionals.  The professionals were being compensated for their time and effort in developing the Curriculum as an accepted part of their job responsibilities.   We also wanted to acknowledge the unique and irreplaceable value of what the parents brought to the table:  knowledge and insight grounded in a range of life experiences that most of the professionals had not had.

Since some of the parents most qualified to become Parent Leadership Trainees receive various forms of public assistance, or are – in some cases - undocumented immigrants, we developed a mechanism for financial compensation that would be framed not as a salary or a stipend, but as reimbursement for the parents’ expenses related to their participation in the Curriculum.  The Parent Leaders submit bi-weekly expense vouchers, based on the presumption that one hour of Curriculum participation generates $10 in personal expenses.  They may bill for up to a maximum of ten hours / $100 per week.  The minimal requirement for graduation is to complete all eight classroom sessions.

The Survival Guide to the NYC Child Welfare System:  

A Workbook For Parents By Parents

The “Survival Guide” is a workbook for ACS-involved parents developed by CWOP in partnership a variety of legal services organizations, including:

· Legal Services for NYC (LSNY) / Brooklyn Corps. A and B

· The Legal Support Unit of LSNY

· Legal Information for Families Today (LIFT)

· The Family Defense Clinic, New York University School of Law

· The Center for Family Representation

· LSNY Bronx

· The NYC Public Advocate’s Office

· Coalition for Asian-American Children and Families

Content includes:

· Who are the players in the child welfare system?

· How do children enter foster care?

· What happens while your children are in foster care?

· How do I get my children out of foster care?

· Permanency Hearings

· Termination of Parental Rights

· When your children are returned home

It is an 85-page manual, too large to be reproduced here, but it can be accessed at CWOP’s website:

www.cwop.org
The Survival Guide is given to Parent Leadership trainees at their orientation.  Many carry it for the next six months and consider it their “bible.”  It is also used as a training text for portions of the CWOP Academy sessions, as well as for our on-site parents’ rights training at various community agencies.

In June 2007, we published a second edition of the Survival Guide that includes recent changes in state law, new content on foster care prevention, and translations into Spanish and Chinese.

Support Group

Parent involvement in child welfare practice and policy-making is not a subject that can be addressed on an intellectual level alone.  The issues involved are very primal and visceral:  the removal of a child from their home and family, judging a mother unfit by dominant society standards, terminating a parent’s rights.  Parents facing these issues bring a wide range of strong feelings to discussions of these subjects.  We see this is an indicator of emotional health, not dysfunction.  It is important to give parents a safe space in which to express these feelings, without fear of judgment or retribution, while at the same time not letting emotion interfere with their learning experience.

It was through this balancing act that the idea of a parent Support Group was formed.  Early in our organization’s development, we were much more focused on providing information than on discussing parents’ feelings.  We learned that even the best, most reliable information could not be internalized if parents were not in a state of mind where they were ready to receive it.  The 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.  The Group is led by Parent Organizers.  Therefore, the person sitting across the table from you is unlikely to say “you shouldn’t act that way,” “you shouldn’t feel that way,” or “that is damaging and counterproductive.”  They 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.”

Parent Leadership trainees are encouraged, but not required, to use the Support Group to bond with one another, relieve tension, practice co-leading a group, and free their minds to concentrate on the more formal coursework.  As an adjunct to the Support Group, we have recently begun to offer a “Calendar Reading” directly preceding the Group, where we review and explain that week’s learning and leadership opportunities to the trainees.

The “CWOP Academy” Sessions


This section contains:

1. Our Core Curriculum, the original CWOP Academy course outlines developed in Bushwick  (*Not included in this abridged document*)
2. A Syllabus dated 5/10/05

The Core Curriculum is offered as a starting point for replication.  The Syllabus is intended to illustrate how CWOP’s own use of the Core Curriculum has evolved over the intervening five years.

It is important to stress that the Core Curriculum is a living, breathing document.  We have added and modified Curriculum content through use, over time.  For example, when we first began the Curriculum in Bushwick, we did not conceptualize it as a vocational training and placement program.  It was only after our graduates successfully used their training to secure employment that we realized this potential, and subsequently added content on resume writing, interviewing, and job readiness.  We have also added and modified content based on changes in state and federal law, and changes in local ACS policy.  Finally, we have added content based on participant evaluation and feedback, for example, some of the sessions on community organizing and legislative advocacy summarized in the May 2005 Syllabus.

Many people have been very helpful in the preparation of these materials.  The original Bushwick course materials were developed by parent / professional training dyads (see Sidebar 5).  These individuals also co-led the first training sessions.  We have continued to use this parent / professional model for some of the sessions.  Others are now led completely by Parent Organizers.  Jennifer Nelson of Southwest Key / Voices of Youth pulled the original CWOP Academy course outlines together into a uniform, replicable format (not included in this abridged document).  The May 2005 Syllabus is the product of a two-year consulting relationship between CWOP and Welfare Rights Initiative (WRI) a City University of New York – based organization of women who have had first-hand experience changing the public welfare system, and becoming civically involved in the decision-making that effects their lives.

Revised 5/10/05

CWOP Academy Course Syllabus

· Curriculum designed to promote interactive learning—among CWOP Parent Leaders with firsthand experience of child welfare system, scholars, advocates, organizers, service providers and activists engaged in child welfare policy debates.  The program trains parent leaders as parent advocates to contracted agencies.  The program exposes parent leaders to information about the child welfare system and develops their capacity as leaders, organizers and trainers of others who seek to influence the public policies that affect their lives.

· Sessions in meeting format: use of agendas; sessions begin with introductions; parent leaders alternate taking meeting notes and prepare meeting summaries; full participation encouraged--to build experience in meeting participation.

· Integration of learning: by applying skills learned in each session to real life situations:  uses an holistic approach shaped by awareness of whole life experiences, responsibilities, needs and interests of parent leader participants.

· Session content divided into 4 sections: 1) Intro to Problem; 2) Approaches to Problem 3) What Can We Do? 4) How We Can Do It.

· Requirements to include:  1) class attendance and participation; 2) review of readings to be used in class discussions; 3) a journal, one entry per week that reflects readings and class discussions, and demonstrates critical thinking about the content of the class and its relevance.

· Session Leaders:  Unless otherwise noted, CWOP Parent Organizers will lead instruction.

Course outline is subject to change based on the availability of guest speakers.

CLASS ONE:  Orientation

Program Overview.  Introduction of parents and Child Welfare Organizing Project (CWOP), including organizational mission and CWOP Academy course objectives.  

Objectives



· Participants will gain knowledge and skills to advocate for themselves and others and to become civically involved in the systems that impact their lives.

· Participants will gain knowledge of how a family moves through the child welfare system from intake through return home or alternative permanency options for children

· Participants will be prepared to work as parent advocates through knowledge of the legislation, regulations and contractual obligations of foster care/preventive service providers that serves as the foundation of the child welfare system.

· Participants will gain an awareness of the impact of the Adoption and Safe Families Act on families with children in foster care.

CLASS TWO:  Communication Skills - Active Listening and the power of working together
Learning goal will be to communicate better with caseworkers, counselors and other people generally. 

CLASS THREE:  The Child Welfare System 

Materials/Readings: Path of the Child Protective Services

Through discussion and learning activities we will examine how the child welfare system operates.  We will look at how the social services system and the court system operate in order to for us to begin to understand what the process is.  This information will be important for the rest of the training modules.  We will then look at the history of the child welfare system and the various legislation that serve as the framework for the child welfare system nationwide.  Lastly, we will look at the impact of the Adoption and Safe Families Act from the perspective of a parent who has personal experience with the child welfare system.

CLASS FOUR:  Summary/History of Child Welfare and Impact of the Adoption and Safe Families Act.
Materials/Readings:  Adoption and Safe Families Act summaries and information sheets 

Let us
take a closer look at the tension that has existed between child protection and family preservation.  Our society has shifted back and forth along this continuum over the years – at some points such as the early 80’s we were more supportive of families and people in need in general.  There were more services and funding from the government for these kinds of services.  As we moved through the 80’s into the 90’s this attitude changed – we saw dramatic cuts in government spending on social programs, while at the same time saw an increase of families in crisis.  Two pieces of legislation highlight this tension.

Discuss the NYS Child Welfare Reform Act of 1979 and contrast it with the Adoption and Safe Families Act to illustrate the tension between child protection and family preservation.

CLASS FIVE:  Navigating the Legal System and Current Resources for Preserving and Reuniting Families.  Part I and Part II

Readings/Materials:  

#1
Overview of Steps followed by Cases Through the Child Protective Services and Child Welfare Systems

#2
Court Hearings

In order to understand how this system works, let us look at how the process is supposed to work.  It is important to understand that although we are going to be talking about how the system is supposed to operate, in practice it does not always function as described.  Emphasize how important it is to understand this information and that knowledge is power.  This information will also serve as a foundation for the rest of the training we will be doing together. 

Session Leaders:  Guest speaker: Child Welfare Attorney and CWOP Parent Organizer.

CLASS SIX:  Leadership Theory and Skill-Building.  What is a Leader?  CWOP Mission to equalize power relations.  Identify leadership qualities and skills.  Exercises in Active Listening.  
CLASSES SEVEN and EIGHT:  Introduction to Policy Making Process and Legislative Advocacy.

CLASS NINE:  What Can We Do?

Dilemmas of Determining Goals and Tactics for Social Change.  Discuss issues, strategies and tactics, including letter-writing, voting, demonstrating, protesting, lobbying, debating, creating support networks, etc.  How might an action in the community be integrated with other CWOP strategies to influence more realistic and useful child welfare reforms? Continue development of Communication Skills.  Instruction in crafting your message, and practice in putting it all together—message, delivery and preparation.

CLASS TEN: What can we do continued: Resource getting and compilation project, job readiness and resume writing
CLASS ELEVEN:  How We Can Do It: Introduction to Coalition-Building

WRI and CWOP working together. Community Voices Heard, Who else?
CLASS TWELVE:  Organizing Day of Action I

Plan a group action: for example, legislative visits, calls and or community forum
CLASS THIRTEEN:  Organizing Day of Action II
This class will be devoted to a parent organized action:  a series of presentations for parents to deliver important public education information and gain practice in public speaking.

CLASS FOURTEEN:  Open House / Graduation
Exploring Your Unique Approach:  Intro to Organizing Strategies for Social Change.  Panel of parent leaders, parent organizers, alums of the course and other guests to speak about their work; their goals; how they got started; barriers and supports encountered in efforts to make change, etc.  Guests may include:  a student organizer; social worker; advocate; administrator; elected official; service provider; activist, and/or community educator.

CLASS FIFTEEN:  Evaluation
Evaluate course activities and brainstorm ideas for empowering an influential voice in policy and program decision-making among families working with the child welfare system.  Share future goals and make concrete plans for continued work with CWOP and community involvement.  Administer post-test self-assessments. 

Experiential Learning and Leadership Activities

Hands-on learning and leadership activities are just as crucial to successful completion of the Curriculum as the more formal classroom sessions; arguably, more important to some of the Parent Leaders.  All activities are led by experienced Parent Organizers.  The general progression expected is that, at the outset of the Curriculum Parent Leaders may attend City Council hearings or guest lectures at local universities as observers; by its conclusion, they are at the podium.  The following is a sample list of Parent Leader activities from the 2005 cycle of our East Harlem Curriculum.



CHILD WELFARE ORGANIZING PROJECT
East Harlem Neighborhood Center

80 East 110th Street, 1E * New York, NY  10029

(212) 348-3000

East Harlem Parent Leader Activities

February – November  2005

CWOP Academy Sessions

This revised, expanded eight-month Curriculum was developed by CWOP Parent Organizers with consulting support from the Welfare Rights Initiative:

· Class One:  Orientation

· Class Two:  Communication Skills – Active listening and the power of working together

· Class Three: The Child Welfare System – The Path of Protective Services 

· Class Four: The History of the Child Welfare System & the Impact of the Adoption and Safe Families Act  

· Class Five: Navigating the Legal System & Current Resources for Preserving and Reuniting Families 

· Class Six:  Leadership Theory & Skill-Building

· Classes Seven and Eight:  Introduction to the Policy-Making Process & Legislative Advocacy

· Class Nine & Thirteen:  “What Can We Do?” – Dilemmas of determining goals and tactics for social change

· Class Ten:  Identifying and compiling resources, job readiness and resume writing

· Class Eleven:  Introduction to Coalition Building

· Classes Twelve: Understanding Legislative Advocacy & Organizing Days of Action. 

· Class Fourteen: City Hall/City Council Visit

· Open House / Graduation

· Evaluation

Parent Meetings

· February 8:  “Nicholson and Beyond:  Securing Constitutional Rights for Parents and Extending Them to Kinship Foster Parents.”  Carolyn Kubitschek of Lansner & Kubitschek, guest presenter.

· February 22:  ACS Commissioner Mattingly’s second Community Forum, in East Harlem.

· March 18:  East Harlem child welfare forum co-sponsored by City Council Member Philip Reed and the Center for Family Representation.

· May 24:  Early Intervention and Special Education.  Cara Chambers and Jeannie Martin of the Legal Aid Society Education Advocacy Project, guest presenters.

· August 3:  East Harlem Town Hall meeting convened by New York City Council Speaker A. Gifford Miller.

· September 28:  Custody, Guardianship, and Kinship Foster Care.  LSNY / Bronx, guest presenters.

Parents’ Rights Trainings

CWOP provides parents’ rights training to parent groups at various schools, child care, substance abuse treatment, preventive, and foster care programs throughout the city.  Parent Leadership trainees accompany staff to these trainings, first as observers, eventually as co-leaders.

· February 10:  The Outreach Project, an outpatient drug and alcohol treatment program in Richmond Hill, Queens.

· March 8:  Harlem Children’s Zone.

· April 18:  Catholic Home Bureau.

· May 19:  Bilingual / Bicultural Mini-School / PS 182, in East Harlem.

· June 8:  Young Minds Daycare Center in Fort Greene, Brooklyn.

· October 4:  Harlem Children’s Zone.

· October 11:  Phoenix House / Far Rockaway.

· October 19:  Manhattan Bridges High School.

Learning and Leadership Activities

(Partial list)

· February 17:  Hunter College School of Social Work symposium on “Israel’s Child Welfare System:  Strengths, Challenges, Opportunities, Lessons for NYC” with Dr. Yossi Korazim, Director of Policy and Planning for the Ministry of Social Affairs in Jerusalem.

· February 24:  Milano Graduate School forum -  “The Transformation of Workfare in NYC.”

· February 26:  “Drop-the-Rock” training on immigration and deportation law.

· March 3:  Guest presentation at a Hunter Education Center for Community Organizing “lab.”

· March 7:  “Human Trafficking:  What Service Providers Need to Know,” Harlem Legal Services and the Upper Manhattan Domestic Violence Services Collaborative

· March 8:  Coalition for Women Prisoners’ annual legislative advocacy day in Albany.

· March 9:  LaGuardia Community College forum - “Meeting the Challenge: Best Practice in Organizing Diverse Communities.”

· March 15:  Community Housing Fair sponsored by the ACS Community Collaborative of East Harlem. 

· March 22:  Guest presentation at the Jewish Board of Family and Children’s Services Institute for Infants, Children, & Families.

· March 29:  Albany trip with the Welfare Rights Initiative to meet with elected officials about the 2005-6 State Budget, in particular, the Governor’s proposal for “full family sanctions.”

· March 31:  Panel discussion sponsored by NYC City Bar Association and Legal Services for NYC on “why NYC continues to fail to make a long-term financial commitment to providing access to justice for the poor.”
· March 30:  Presentation on Early Intervention by the Kathryn A. McDonald Education Advocacy Project of the Legal Aid Society / Juvenile Rights Division
· March 31:  Northern Manhattan HIV-AIDS Profile Conference
· April 6:  Presentation on Negotiating the Special Education System for Children 3 – 21, Kathryn A. McDonald Education Advocacy Project
· April 7:  Milano Graduate School – “Building a Future:  Can NYC Ever Meet its Need for Affordable Housing?”
· April 8:  New York City Human Rights Initiative at City Hall
· April 13:  East Harlem Business Development Conference
· April 17:  National Minority Cancer Awareness / Latino Community Health Event
· April 21:  Guest presentation at Ilze Earner’s Hunter College Social Work Practice class.

· April 26:  East Harlem Coalition Against Domestic Violence Annual Community Forum

· April 28:  Rockefeller Drug Laws Symposium at New York University

· May 3:  “Basics of Immigration Law,” Sinergia Inc.

· May 6:  “Unmasking Family Court Injustice” rally organized by Voices of Women.

· May 6:  “Drop the Rock” rally at City Hall organized by the Drug Policy Alliance

· May 10:  Milano Graduate School, “With Feet in Two Worlds:  Immigrants in a Global City”

· May 18:  Parent focus group, Center for the Study of Social Policy / Center for Community Partnerships in Child Welfare study of families experiencing repeated or long-term contact with the public child welfare system.

· June 8:  Parent focus group with Jorge Colapinto of the Ackerman Institute on methods of engaging parents in the Bedford Stuyvesant Systems of Care project.

· June 10:  New York City Citizen Review Panel roundtable / hearing on Dual Track Legislation. 

· June 14:  Fordham University Interdisciplinary Center for Family and Child Advocacy Forum on “Mandated Reporting of Neglect in Light of the Nicholson Decision.”

· June 22:  Parent focus group, ACS Office of Child and Family Health / Mt. Sinai School of Medicine “Children’s Trauma Institute.”

· June 22:  New York City Council Member Philip Reed’s summer open house at El Museo Del Barrio

· June 25:  Settlement Health El Barrio Prevention Festival

· July 6, 8, 15, and 22:  Center for Family Representation’s “Summer Best Practices Round Tables,” sessions on Removal Proceedings Post-Nicholson, The First 60 Days of a CP Case, and Disposition / Permanency Hearings, and Client Counseling.

· July 27:  Welfare Rights Initiative – “Know Your Rights & Stay in School”

· August 4:  Children’s Defense Fund “Covering Kids and Families” NYC back-to-school launch event

· August 10:  Meeting with NYC Council Member Margarita Lopez

· August 13:  Family Members and Friends of People Incarcerated March for Change in Washington, DC

· September 1:  New York City Council District 8 Candidates’ Forum organized by the Human Services Consortium of East Harlem.

· September 10:  NY City Council Member Philip Reed’s annual “March Against Asthma.” 

· September 17:  ACS’s first “Family Unity Day,” an event intended to celebrate and recognize parents who had reunified with children in foster care.

· September 28:  Vigil in front of the Manhattan Family Court, organized by Voices of Women, intended to call attention to the Family Court’s inadequate response to cases involving violence against women.

· October 7:  Meeting with Martha Taylor Butler, Chief of Staff to New York State Assembly Member Michele Titus, Chair of the recently created Foster Care Subcommittee of the NY State Assembly Standing Committee on Children and Families.

· October 25:  ACS / Independent Living Program parent focus group on the service needs of youth aging out of foster care.

· October 25:  Guest presentation at Chris Gottlieb’s New York University School of Law class.

· October 26:  Public briefing on Children’s Rights’ study “Permanent Solutions:  Seeking Family Stability for Youth in Foster Care.”

· October 27:  Guest presentation at Prof. Jane Spinak’s Columbia School of Law class.

· November 2:  CWOP is visited by a news crew from RAI, an Italian television station doing a piece on the American foster care system

· November 10:  Guest presentation at Gary Kogan’s Fordham University School of Social Work policy class.

Recurring Activities

· Weekly Parent Support / Self-Help Group

· Writing workshops with Nora McCarthy of Represent / Rise

· Monthly Human Services Consortium of East Harlem meetings.

· CWOP Board of Directors’ meetings

· Agenda for Children Tomorrow Oversight Committee Meetings

· Development of a “preventive” parents’ rights training curriculum with CWOP’s legal services partners

· Stress and anger management workshops with Judith Dieguez of North General Hospital

Collaborative Planning, Consulting, and Coalition-Building With: 

· ACS Community Collaborative of East Harlem

· Ad Hoc ASFA Implementation Group

· Bronx LSNY

· Children’s Rights Inc.

· Coalition for Women Prisoners

· Community Voices Heard

· Drop the Rock Coalition

· East Harlem Coalition Against Domestic Violence

· East Harlem Collaborative for Community Education

· Harlem Community Justice Center

· Human Services Consortium of East Harlem

· LSNY Legal Support Unit

· NYU Family Defense Clinic

· People United for Children

· South Brooklyn Legal Services

· Welfare Rights Initiative

· Women’s Prison Association

What have we learned?  How do we know if we’re doing alright?  How can we improve?

In 2004 / 5, Hunter Education Center for Community Organizing MSW Intern Nicole Grice conducted an alumni survey of our Parent Leadership Curriculum graduates.  Some of her methods and finding are presented below:

The Research Design

With the assistance of Fred Wulczyn, of the Chapin Hall Center of the University of Chicago, some general ideas (bold print) were developed in 2004 using ideas from CWOP Parent Leaders to assist in framing the more general and specific questions to ask alumni of the CWOP Parent Leadership Curriculum. 

· In doing a survey of the Parent Leadership Curriculum (P.L.C) alumni, we wanted to find out, or better understand…

-Were CWOP-P.L.C alumni better able to understand their rights and the rights of others with child welfare cases after receiving the training?

-Were CWOP-P.L.C alumni better able to advocate for their rights and the rights of others with child welfare cases after receiving the training?

-Have Parent Leaders continued to be active as advocates, teachers, and leaders in their communities in the area of child welfare?

· To better understand (question 1), we will ask the alumni the following questions…

-What was their knowledge of the NYC child welfare system before beginning the Parent Leadership Curriculum training? How has it changed, if any after completing the training?

-What was their overall impression of client involvement in the NYC child welfare system before and after completing the program? What were the factors involved in shaping this opinion? (open case, case of a friend or relative, things they have heard)

-If they had an active ACS case upon beginning the training, in their opinion, were there any positive outcomes in the case or outcome as a result of them attending the training?  Would these outcomes differ had they not participated in the curriculum?

-What are the positive and/or negative effects of the training on their ability to assist others with their cases? 

-What were the positive and/or negative effects of the training on other aspects their personal lives? (employment, housing etc.)

-In their opinion was the 6-month period an adequate amount of time to grasp all the material? Should this time have been shorter/longer?

-Did the ten hours a week pose any problem?

· What the alumni told us was the following…

-What aspects of the training were most effective

-What aspects of the training could be done differently

-What aspects of the training they felt could have done without

-Any aspects of the training that were not included that they felt if incorporated would be helpful to future participants

· Based on what the alumni told us, we can now say the following about our Parent Leadership Curriculum and its impact on parents…

Analysis of the Data

Who are the alumni of the Parent Leadership curriculum?

95% of the graduates of the Parent Leadership Curriculum are women, 5% are male.  Race of the graduates varies, with a majority of the graduates (68%) identifying as Black/African American.  26% identify as Hispanic or Latino, and 5% of the graduates are white.  40% of the graduates never married, 20% of the graduates are separated from their partner or spouse, 10% of the graduates are divorced, 15% are widowed and another 15% are now married.  Of those questioned, regarding religious preference, 42% of the graduates stated that they are Catholic, 26% identified as “Other”, 11% of the PLC graduates are Protestant, 11% identified as Muslim, while another 11% stated that they identified with no religion.  The education levels of the Parent Leaders varied.  There is one college graduate, while a significant number of those that revealed their level of education had some college (1 or 2 years), others had some high-school education or completed 12th grade.  One parent leader noted that they had a GED, while another had a sixth grade education (*see qualitative responses).  The ages of the Parent Leaders signified a group ranged from 32 to 55 years.  The average number of children was 3.6 (*see qualitative responses).  The actual ages of the children of the graduate Parent Leaders can also be found in the qualitative responses.  The oldest child is 30 years old and the youngest is 5 months old.  45% of the PLC graduates stated that they had children in foster care when they began the Curriculum.  55% said that they did not have children in care when they began the Curriculum.  20% currently have children in foster care, while a majority, (80%) do not.  When asked to describe their history with the child welfare system, 5% of the respondents stated that they were in foster care as a child or teenager.  26% stated that they have received preventive services, close to 58% stated that they have had (or have) a child in foster care, close to 16% said that they currently have a child(ren) in foster care, 21% stated that they have had parental rights to at least one child terminated, 42% said that they have been investigated by ACS, but that their case was unfounded, while 5% stated “Other” as their history with the child welfare system.  60% of the graduates are currently involved in community organizations or activities. Before attending the training, 60% of participants were involved in a Parent/ Teacher association, 40% were involved in a tenant or block association, 45% were involved in a religious or church organization, 20% were doing volunteer work in the community, 10% were involved in another community organization or activity.  At the time of their participation in the Curriculum, most of the graduates (55%) lived in East Harlem.  30% lived in another borough of the city (Bronx) and 15% of the graduates lived in Bushwick, Brooklyn at the time of their participation.  Many of the graduates currently live in one of these three boroughs:  seven live in Manhattan, primarily East Harlem, eight of the graduates live in the Bronx, two currently live in Bushwick, Brooklyn, one graduate stated that they currently reside in Queens, NY.  37% of the alumni graduated in 2004, 37% graduated in 2001, 21% graduated in 2003, and 5% of those that responded to the questionnaire graduated from the Curriculum in 2002. 

The Alumni Experience in the Parent Leadership Curriculum

A majority (45%) of the alumni of the PLC training learned about CWOP and the curriculum through a flyer.  20% learned of CWOP from a preventive  services agency, or through a legal services provider or organization.  15% learned of CWOP through a friend, 10% from an “other” source, and 5% directly from the staff at CWOP. When asked why they decided to apply for CWOP’s Parent Leadership Curriculum, most of the parents stated in their qualitative responses that they wanted to learn about the system and their rights regarding ACS. Some stated they were seeking information while others wanted to gain knowledge to be able to inform others of ACS practices and their rights.  35% of the graduates of the training stated that the reimbursement given to parents for transportation, lunch etc. was not at all important in their decision to participate in the PLC training.  30% sated that this was somewhat important in their decision to attend, while 15% said that it was very important, and extremely important to 20% of the graduates.  

50% of the graduates found the Parent–to-Parent training model, in which all training activities are co-led by parents and professionals, to be extremely helpful.  40% said that this model was very helpful.  10% said that this model of training was somewhat helpful.  Regarding the CWOP Parent Leadership activities, 75% of the graduates felt that the PLC Academy Sessions were very useful.  74% of the graduates felt that the “Monthly Parent Education Meetings” were useful.  80% of the graduates felt that the “Weekly Support Group” was very useful.  15% felt that support group was not useful as a training activity.  80% felt that the “Parent’s Rights Workshops” were very useful, 20% stated that it was useful.  Of the six CWOP Academy Sessions, 80% found that the “Communication Skills” Session was very useful, while 5% found it not useful.  85% of respondents found the “History of NYC Child Welfare”, very useful, 5% found this Academy Session not useful.  90% of graduates found that the “Navigating the Family Court & Foster Care System” Session very useful, 10% useful. 85% of graduates found the “Resources for Preserving Families” session to be very useful, 15% found it useful.  80% of the respondents stated that the “Basics of Community Organizing” session was very useful, 20% stated that it was useful.  Finally, 63% of graduates stated that the “Resume Writing” Academy Session was very useful, 21% found it useful, and 15% said that this wasn’t a useful Academy Session.  When asked if there should be more Academy Sessions, 67% said “yes”, while 33% said “no”.  

When asked if it is appropriate for Parent Leader trainees to participate in the CWOP weekly Support Group, 95% of the graduates said “yes”, 5% said “no”.

The majority of participants (60%) in the Curriculum attended CWOP activities 2-3 times per week during their enrollment in the training, 35% attended CWOP activities daily, and 5% attended activities once a week.  

As a result of participating in the CWOP PLC training, 81% of parent graduates said they were better able to access preventive services.  43% stated that they were better able to access housing services. 37% stated that they were better able to access health/mental health services. 69% of respondents stated that they were better able to access legal services.  50% of graduates said that they were better able to access special education services, and 11% said that other services became accessible as a result of their participation in the training.

Effects of Participation

68% of graduates stated that their participation in the Curriculum had a positive effect on their ability to keep appointments, 31% said that their participation had no effect on this ability.  

68% of graduates stated that their attendance in the PLC had a positive effect on their ability to be on time, 26% said that it had no effect on this ability.  

57% of respondents said that the PLC training had a positive effect on their ability to finish tasks, 42% said that it had no effect.  

58% felt that the PLC training had a positive effect on their ability to keep commitments, 42% felt it had no effect on this ability.  

70% of Parent Leader graduates found that others seemed to listen to them more since completing the Curriculum, 30% stated that it seemed about the same.  

80% of graduates felt that others seemed to respect their opinions, 20% stated that others respected their opinions the same as before their participation in the Curriculum. 

70% of graduates feel more comfortable in their interactions with professionals. 25% stated that they were already comfortable in their interactions with professionals, while 5% said they are now somewhat comfortable interacting with lawyers, judges, social workers, and agency executives.  

50% of graduates remembered all of the information they learned well, 30% remembered most of the information they learned as a participant in the Curriculum.  20% remembered some of the information.  

Knowledge of ACS & the Impact of ACS on Graduates

50% stated that ACS involvement impacted their ability to participate in community organizations and activities.

47% of Parent Leader graduates felt that ACS has changed since their first involvement with them, 52% of graduates stated that ACS has not changed.  

60% of graduate parents feel that they have played a role in bringing about changes in ACS.  

Employment/Education

65% of graduates are employed since completing the curriculum.  

70% of graduates did not feel that ACS impacted their ability to find or keep a job.  

70% of graduates felt that attending the PLC training expanded employment opportunities for them.  

Of the graduates that are employed 40% are employed full-time, 30% are unemployed and looking for work, 15% are employed part time, 10% are unemployed, not looking for work, and 5% of the graduates are retired.  

68% of graduates felt that being in the PLC training inspired them to begin or continue their education.  

35% of graduates are now in school or a training program, a majority (65%) are not enrolled in school or training.  Of those enrolled, 57% are part-time, 43% are full-time students.

Experience with CWOP Staff

84% of graduates felt that CWOP staff was always courteous, 10% said sometimes, while 5% stated that CWOP staff was never courteous.  

84% of respondents stated that CWOP staff was always attentive, while 16% said sometimes attentive.  

79% of graduates felt that CWOP staff was always accessible, while 21% felt that they were sometimes accessible.  

Of the 50% of the responders who are in recovery from addiction, 35% felt that CWOP helped support them in their recovery. 

100% of the graduates felt that CWOP staff had become part of their support network of individuals they could turn to for help, advice, or relief.  

Final Thoughts

95% of graduates have referred other parents to CWOP.  Of those that the Parent Leader graduates have referred, 20% have become Parent Leaders, 40% have not, and of those referred, 40% of graduates were not sure if the referrals became participants in the curriculum.  

65% of the graduates stated that the Parent Leadership Curriculum was excellent, 20% felt that it was very good, 15% felt that it was good.  

100% of graduates said that they would recommend that other parents attend the CWOP Parent Leadership Curriculum training.

“Everyone’s case is different.  What worked for me might not work for you.  If you think it might be helpful, I can tell you what worked for me.”
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Agencies employing 


CWOP graduates





The Birth Fathers’ Support Network


CASAWorks / Palladia


The Center for Family Representation


The Children’s Aid Society


Children’s Rights


Children’s Village


The Child Welfare Fund


Columbia Presbyterian Medical Center


Community Voices Heard


Concerned Citizens for Family Preservation


Family Consultation Services


Forestdale, Inc.


The Harlem Community Justice Center


The Harriet Tubman Residence


The Highbridge Community Life Center


Jewish Child Care Association


Leake and Watts Services Inc.


Little Flower Children’s Services


The NYC Department of Education


The Salvation Army


SCO Family of Services


Seamen’s Society


St. Dominic’s Home


The Southern Queens Park Association


Talbot Perkins Children’s Services.   
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Language from our original 


BMCI / CWOP funding proposals





Why is This Curriculum Needed?





Parents involved with the Child Welfare Organizing Project are a diverse group, and express a wide range of concerns.  One common theme which consistently emerges, however, is that “the system” is experienced by parents as a vast, mystifying, internally inconsistent maze through which they may wander - confused and powerless -  for years.  Few parents want or expect to become child welfare clients.  Most lack even the most basic knowledge of bureaucracies which educated professionals may struggle for years to understand and negotiate successfully:  the NY State Office of Children and Family Services, the NYC Administration for Children’s Services, and the Family Court.  





Complicating matters further is the system’s own ambivalence of purpose around “child protection vs. family preservation”.  The constant swing of the public policy pendulum between the extremes of these two poles often translates to parents as a series of hypocritical mixed messages:





“We want you to make better parenting decisions, and we are relieving you of most of your decision-making authority as a parent.”





“We want you to engage in more positive interactions with your children, and we are restricting your contact with them.”





“We are concerned with your child’s emotional well-being, and we frequently leave him with the impression that the person who gave birth to him does not value him, and is herself of questionable human value.”





The stigma broadly attached to most child welfare clients often shapes professionals’ perceptions of parents as “the problem” rather than as part of the solution…It seems unlikely that this dynamic will change significantly until child welfare professionals and clients unite to create a system grounded in public and official perceptions of struggling parents as worthwhile individuals in need of resources and services.  Children’s permanency interests would be better served by a system more focused on addressing families’ self-identified needs, where parents continue to hold primary care-taking responsibility, even during periods of necessary separation.  Such a system would also be more honest and reality-based, acknowledging the economic, political, and environmental issues which place children at risk; rather than reducing complex social problems to sweeping stereotypes about the defective personal character of thousands of parents.  This curriculum is envisioned as an effort towards building the kind of professional / client partnership needed to create a more fair, honest, and effective child welfare system.        
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From Survivor to Parent Organizer – One Parent’s Perspective





To be honest, in the beginning, I wasn’t really interested in doing any community service relating to foster care issues.  I just really wanted to get my kids out of foster care and go.  I just wanted my children back.  But then, when I got started in my own case, I really started seeing the unfairness.  I was trying to work with professionals who didn’t seem like they really wanted to work with me.  I was trying to do the right thing.  I was doing exactly what ACS asked me to do, yet I wasn’t getting any cooperation.  I had people around me that cared about me – my sister, my youngest son’s father, his grandparents - and they weren’t getting any recognition.  What I began to feel at this point was more like an anger, and an outrage.  I had done different kinds of community service in tenant and school organizations, but I really had no interest in service involving the ACS system.  





That’s where Sharmeela Mediratta came in.  She was the social worker working with a group I was in called Homeward Bound. She saw that my anger came from confusion, from asking the right questions but not getting the right answers.  She referred me to the Child Welfare Organizing Project (CWOP).  She described this program to me.  She said it seemed like CWOP might be a good way both to get some of my anger out, and to get information that would clear up some of the confusion behind the anger.  It was a six-month training program, but I ended up staying 4 ½ years and counting.


 


I entered the program looking for more information, ways of helping my children and my family, trying to get my children home.  Plus, I felt it might look good on my Court papers that I was in these self-help programs.  But then I saw so many other people who were going through the same thing.  I met a lot of people that really wanted help, really wanted to do the right thing, wanted information to help their children, but nobody was giving them the kind of help that they needed.  





If we want to do the right thing as parents, why can’t anybody help us when we’re reaching out our hands for help?  I was asking ACS for help, but they decided not to give me any until it was too late.  It wasn’t until my children were placed in foster care that evaluations and various services were put in place.  Why did it have to go that far?  And I guess that’s one of the reasons why I stayed, and why I continue with CWOP.  I now understand that it doesn’t have to go that far.  If a parent is putting their self on the line, asking for help, they don’t have to be penalized for asking.  





I now work for an organization where I can provide information to parents about how to get help without being penalized.  I know people that have a deep knowledge of the system, and my own knowledge has deepened.  We can help parents get what they need.  When you come to CWOP, you have people in your corner where you can describe a situation in your life and not worry about someone picking up the phone to call State Central Register.  We won’t try to hurt you because you come for help.  I like providing that assurance that I’m not a Mandated Reporter.  A person shouldn’t always have to watch what they say and how they act.  They shouldn’t have to worry about “Do I look like somebody who deserves help?”  That just bothers me.  I want to be able to give a person assurance that if you’re telling me you need a drug treatment program, or that you need something to eat, you don’t have to worry about telling me the truth.  I like being at a place that you can come to without that fear.  I like being in a safe house.
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The Original CWOP Academy


Bushwick 2000





Communication Skills





Faculty:  Sandra Jimenez, Parent / Special Assistant to the Executive Director, St. Christopher’s, Inc., and Jennifer Nelson, Voices of Youth





October 25, 2000





History of the NYC Child Welfare System





Faculty:  Diana Pichardo Henriquez, Parent / Parent Advocate, New York Foundling Parents as Partners, and Jim Purcell, Executive Director, Council of Family and Child Caring Agencies





November 29, 2000





Navigating the Family Court and Foster Care Systems





Faculty:  Eric Brettschneider, Executive Director, Agenda for Children Tomorrow, Mayra Rivera, Parent, and Lauren Shapiro, Director of the Family Law Unit, South Brooklyn Legal Services   





December 4, 2000





Resources for Preserving and Reuniting Bushwick Families





Faculty:  Regina Ballard, Parent / Parent Advocate, Seamen’s Society for Children and Families, and Kathleen Ortiz, Clinic Administrator, Bushwick Mental Health Center / Co-Chair, Bushwick Resource Coalition





December 11, 2000











Sidebar 6:  Hands-On Learning – One Parent’s Experience





I learned about CWOP in 2001. One night on my way home I saw a blue flyer with three topics that caught my eye. 1) Are your children in foster care? 2) Do you have an ACS case? 3) Do you want to help change the system? I answered yes and decided to make the phone call and set up an interview to become a Parent Leader.   My way of thinking at first was, “I can get a chance to gain more knowledge about the system and help my case.” Then as time went along I began to develop a different feeling about what I was learning.  The sense of responsibility and commitment began to deepen meeting other parents, and hearing some of the things they had gone through.  I feel responsible for the parents who cannot be heard. I am their voice.  





What makes me open up to tell my story is that so many people are unaware of what happens when you’re involved in the system. In addition to working directly with other parents, we do trainings with caseworkers and supervisors. Sometimes they discuss how the system is supposed to be designed. I am the voice that represents parents like myself who weren’t treated according to the guidelines. I am living proof that when and if you are ever faced with ACS, you must know your rights as a parent and as a human being.  I’m also the voice that represents children like my children, who were innocent to the system and are not being heard. During our discussions with parents and caseworkers, I find that some people start to open up to what can happen to a family in the system.  When I first walk into a training, there isn’t a doubt in my mind that something I shared or my ideas will make a difference. I make good eye contact. I study the group to see who is listening and who wants to leave. 





The trainings I like the most are the future caseworker trainings. I remember a New Rochelle classroom with 15-20 college students wanting to hear us. A professor once asked us, “If you could leave us with any advice, what would it be?”  I replied, “Well, just take time to help the parents and the families.  Find out what the family needs to remain together. Get to know the parent before making your decision about what kind of services they need.”  Caseworkers get to do a lot of decision making, and they have understand the impact of removal and how hard it is for parents and kids to build the same relationship after the kids have been removed.  There is power in the pen.  Keep an open mind.  Offer preventive services instead of removing a child.  Don’t remove or keep children in care just as a way of forcing “compliance.”
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