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Benefits of Being a Parent Leader
By Irene Berthel and Bernadette Blount

Between May 1999 and January 2001, CWOP worked in partnership with the Bushwick Managed Care
Initiative — a coalition of child welfare agencies serving Northern Brooklyn — to design and implement a
Parent Leadership Curriculum through which seven Parent Leaders learned to serve as advisors,
advocates, and organizers for other parents involved in the child welfare system. In this article, two of
these Parent Leaders write about the value of their experience.

Irene:

What I got out of being a Parent Leader is the joy of helping some parents in need of guidance in what
their rights were. To teach us parents how to listen to, care, help, feel for other parents, to let them know
that they are not alone. I let parents know that if they need to talk to someone, they can come to our
CWOP meeting, find out all types of information about their rights as parents. I have made a tremendous
amount of friends at CWOP. The Board members are great. They treat us with respect. They don’t look
down at us like the ACS. I feel helping these parents that want their children back and succeeding in that
effort is a great feeling. I only wish it could work out all the time. Children are our hope for the future. I
see so many things in children. We must strive not only for them, but for ourselves as parents.

Bernadette:

The BMCI / CWOP plan was to help Parent Leaders get a full view of the system from the beginning of
child welfare to the present: the Court system, public and private agencies, etc. What was good about it?
I"ve gotten a lot of knowledge from these courses: how the child welfare system began at the Association
for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, the orphan trains, when people first started using the term “child
abuse,” the many name changes between BCW and ACS, Court proceedings such as 1028 Hearings, what
makes it run.

The information I received helped in my case: knowing what I can ask for - which is anything - what I can
do, having that confidence 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 effectively to
professionals.

I have made a friend or two. Offering support, being able to help others that are going through this fire,
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 aliving helping others help themselves.




In Memory Of...
By Carmen Caban

As we close the chapter, I hope you can relate to what a
blessing it is to be alive, to be able to feel, to be able to
taste life. Lift the glass to your mouth and drink deeply of
life. It was an experience and a privilege, so great, our
friendship. It was not perfect. The imperfection was what
made the relationship unique. I was me and you were you,
in a mixing of good days, sad days, and all the challenges
of life. I hope you have learned that a truly good friendship
filled with dreams and pains, tender moments, moments
that, in those split-second flashbacks, make you smile
secret smiles in the middle of the day. Moments so strong
that they never die, but yet are so fragile that they disappear
like bubbles in a glass. It really does not matter if you have
something or not, if you misplace it or lose it, it was never
meant to have. You can easily replace, take it like a task.
But you look back and catch a few moments, or trace a
smile back to a memory, you are blessed! My sister, you
could have been anywhere doing anything, but instead you
chose to be my friend.
Love always,

Carmen
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The following letter appeared in The New York Times
Editorial/Letters section on Saturday, August 25, 2001.

Kids of Battered Moms

To the Editor:

I agree with an Aug. 21 letter writer that taking children
from battered mothers punishes both parents and children
twice.

I am a survivor of domestic violence whose child was
placed in foster care. Judge Jack B. Weinstein's ruling to
stop the Administration for Children’s Services' removal of
children in domestic violence situations was the right one.

Removal is intended to protect traumatized children, but
many times it only further traumatizes them when they are
separated from their mothers.

Ideally, Judge Weinstein’s ruling will lead to increased
awareness that battered mothers aren’t bad mothers. They
are mothers who suffer in shame and silence and need
assurance that they can start telling their stories without the
risk of losing their children.

DIANA PICHARDO-HENRIQUEZ
New York, Aug. 22, 2001

Don’t Forget!!!
Our New Address is:

Child Welfare Organizing Project
East Harlem Neighborhood Center
80 East 110 Street #1E
New York, NY 10029
212-348-3000 phone
212-348-1605 fax
e-mail: mike@cwop.org

We welcome any articles, stories, poems or
comments in English or Spanish from parents who
have been involved with the child welfare system.
Please send, mail or e-mail to the above address
along with your contact information. If we use your
submission we will contact you regarding any edits
before printing.

Upcoming Activities for Parents

CWOP Monthly Client Meeting: NOVEMBER

This month’s meeting will be on Wednesday,
November 28, 2001 from 10 AM - 12 Noon at
Edwin Gould Services for Children located at 1968
Second Ave, 2™ Floor. The speaker will be the
Hon. Ruth Jane Zuckerman, a retired Family Court
Judge and the theme is: Navigating the Family
Court: A Judicial Perspective.

CWOP Monthly Client Meeting: DECEMBER

December’s monthly meeting will be Wednesday,
December 12" with time and location to be
announced. The invited speaker will be Sharwline
Nicholson. Please look out for a later notice.

CWOP Weekly Support/Self-Help Group

Support/Self-Help Meetings for parents are held
every Wednesday from 11 AM — 1 PM at the
CWOP Office - the East Harlem Neighborhood
Center on East 110™ Street. Note that the Monthly
client meetings take the place of the Support/Self-
Help Meeting once a month.
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This section was first published in the Summer 2001 issue of “ Permanency Planning Today,” the semi-annual newsletter of the National
Resource Center for Foster Care & Permanency Planning at the Hunter College School of Social Work. It is reprinted here with
permission from the Center and the authors. These tips are offered by Bernadette Blount and Catherine Nelson. Both are parents who
have been involved in the child welfare system in New York City. They are involved in an education and training curriculum with the
Child Welfare Organizing Project, a New York City-based organization of parents who are working for reform of the child welfare
system through parent involvement.

¢ +5(3%5(176 72 : 25. : ,;+ 27+(5 3$5(176 ¢ Hiring parents promotes parent involvement in agency
operations on policy and practice levels and demonstrates a commitment to clients and the community. Parents who have
been involved in the child welfare system can offer important advocacy and support for parents currently in the system.
Parents and families are empowered when they work together. The parent advocate acts as a ‘voice’ of his/her community,
as a liaison between the agency and the clients, as an organizer for change. Engaging parent advocates in organizing and in
service delivery opens up another avenue for interaction with parents.

¢ 25 . 7+ 3%5(176 72 81" (56761" +( ,03257F1&( 2) 7+(,5,192/9(0(17,1 6(59,&(
3/$11,1* &$6( 5(9,(: 6 ¢ By promoting ongoing communication between workers and parents, parents have a
better chance of understanding and being informed of their participation in Service Planning and Case Reviews. Parents
need to know ahead of time how to participate fully and what to expect from the reviews. They also need follow up contact
and information.

¢ +2/" 1 25. (5672 T+( 650 ( 671" $5' 62) $&&28175%/,7< $6 3$5(176 ¢ Respect parents’
time by training workers to be accountable to parents. If a parent does not show up for a court hearing or a visit, s/he is held
accountable. Do the same with workers.

¢ (1+$1&( 3$5(17 3$57,&3%721 ,1 7+(,5 &+,/'5(16 /,9(6 +( $* (1&< 7+528* +
9,6,3721 &5($7( 63%&( )25 3$5(176 ¢ Let parents know what their rights are regarding quality and
quantity of visitation. For example, support a parent who wants to celebrate a child’s birthday with a party. Provide support
for extra activities like group trips. The agency often becomes a “home away from home.” Make it feel that way for
families. Healthy participation in the child’s life will promote more meaningful participation in the agency life too.

¢ +(/3 (673%,6+ R 1'6 U7 ((1 )2675 3$5(176 3$5(176 $* (1&,(6 ¢ Facilitating these
relationships can help to break down barriers between parents, foster parents and agencies. Parents can offer valuable
information about their children and foster parents can ask questions and provide feedback about children they are caring
for. There should be ongoing support for these relationships.

¢ B$,1 67%)) $1' 3$5(17 $9%287 7+(,5 5* +76  5(63216,%/,7,(6 & Ongoing training and
information should be available to staff and parents. Educated parents will be more involved in their children’s lives and
agency operation if they understand their rights, responsibilities and expectations. Staff needs up-to-date information to
work meaningfully with parents and to be a resource for families.

¢ $'92&%$7( )25 3%5(176 ¢ Helping parents to maneuver various systems such as Family Court, housing
subsidies and public assistance supports agency efforts to reunite families and plan for permanency. Agencies should be
resources to preserve and reunite families in any way a family needs.

¢ $6. 3$5(176: +$7 7+ (< L((" 72 % 025( ,192/9(" )2/12: T7+52 8* + e Offer resources,
time and support to work with parents. They are the best people to ask about their own family’s needs. If you want to
involve them in the agency, ask them how they want to be involved. Real dialogue and follow through will make parents
feel trusted and respected as an important part of the process.




CWOP Mission Statement:

Through organized client mvolvement and
collective advocacy both inside and independent of
the system, the Child Welfare Organizing Project
will change/transform the quality of setvices
provided to New York City families through the
New York City child welfare system.

Nuestra declaracion de mision:

A través de la participacion organizada de los
clientes y la accion colectiva ambos dentro de y
afuera del sistema, el Proyecto
cambiaran/transformaran la clase de servicio
provisto por parte del sistema de proteccion de
nifos para las familias en la Ciudad de Nueva York.

DO YOU KNOW A PARENT, GRANDPARENT, OR OTHER ADULT FAMILY MEMBER
WHO DESERVES RECOGNITION FOR THEIR SUCCESSFUL EFFORTS TO REUNITE
WITH CHILDREN IN FOSTER CARE?

People United for Children is organizing the First Annual Child Welfare Fund Family Unity
Awards, scheduled for December 15, 2001, intended to honor outstanding family reunification efforts
with a public ceremony at the National Black Theater in Harlem, and with monetary awards. For
further information and an application package, please call Sharonne Salaam or Nomsa Brath: 212-
368-8600. The deadline for applications is November 19, 2001.

Child Welfare Organizing Project
East Harlem Neighborhood Center

80 East 110" Street, #1E

New York, New York 10029

Funded by the Child Welfare Fund, the Daphne Foundation, the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, the Fund for the City of New York,
the New York Foundation, the North Star Fund, the Open Society Institute, the Valentine Perry Snyder Fund, and individual donors.




