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Purpose: To articulate DCF-FSD’s position on respectfully and meaningfully engaging fathers in conjunction with existing policies and practice guidance.
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Introduction

The Vermont Department for Children and Families, Family Services Division (DCF-FSD) recognizes the important contribution that fathers make to the safety, permanence, well-being, and law abidance of their children. It is important to be proactive when finding, engaging, and empowering fathers. DCF-FSD also acknowledges that staff have a responsibility to promote fatherhood engagement and support fathers in meeting the responsibilities they have toward their children. DCF-FSD’s values, as outlined in our Practice Model, guide our work with families and the engagement of fathers and paternal sides of the family.

Fathers play a critical role in children's development and their involvement brings immediate and lifelong benefits to their sons and daughters. Fathers have a right to be active participants in the lives of their children. It is necessary to contact fathers when their family and/or children become involved with DCF-FSD. A family-centered approach acknowledges that children need both parents, as well as both sides of the family, in their lives. Reaching out to fathers and providing them with the supports and services they need strengthens the relationships they have with their children.

Research 
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 24 million children in the United States – one out of every three – live in father-absent homes (replace with Vermont-specific statistic). Children and youth with either residential or non-residential father involvement are more cognitively competent, exhibit healthy self-esteem and pro-social behavior, perform well in school and have better educational outcomes, and are less likely to participate in risky behaviors, act out in school, or have poor attendance. They display less impulsivity and hyperactivity, use self-direction and control, have stronger and healthier peer relationships, possess social maturity, see themselves as dependable, have fewer behavioral concerns, and are less likely to experience homelessness, receive state benefits, or live in subsidized housing. 

Responsible and involved fathers provide practical support in raising their children and serve as models for their development. Fathers who have regular, quality contact with their children are more likely to perform well at work, obtain promotions and pay raises, participate in service-oriented activities, and foster intergenerational and extended family interaction. They more readily ask “what” and “why” questions to their children, which increases sentence language, cognitive development, and vocabulary expansion.
Principles

(1) Using a strength–based approach to promote father–friendly practice
Staff should approach situations with the assumption that fathers want to be involved. Fathers have a right to be active participants in the lives of their children and staff should approach situations with the assumption that fathers want to be involved. It is necessary to contact fathers when their family and/or children become involved with DCF-FSD. Fathers with uncertainty regarding the present and future may be fearful and have worst-case expectations. When engaging fathers during a time of vulnerability, it is important to individualize each family’s situation, suspend judgments, orient these men to the DCF-FSD process, provide an explanation of why DCF-FSD is involved, and be transparent about expectations and moving forward. 

Focusing on a responsible and nurturing fatherhood vision, while understanding the long-term impact of a father’s behavior on his children, can be an avenue for fathers to consider changes by participating in services. A father’s role as a parent is unparalleled, regardless of how much or how little time they are able to spend with their children. Many men are willing to do anything they can to be an active part of their children’s lives. However, it is common for fathers to question the possibility of change and feel that they have “no chance”. Accordingly, it is important to focus on strengths, maintain positivity, and ensure that fathers remain hopeful throughout their involvement with DCF-FSD. 

Acknowledging the strengths and needs of fathers is crucial. When engaging fathers, staff must be open-minded, honest, and personable from the point of initial contact through safe case closure. Building rapport with fathers and ensuring that men feel comfortable at all stages is paramount. Allowing questions to be asked and providing thoughtful and honest answers is crucial when engaging fathers. Staff must identify fathers’ strengths, increase fathers’ understanding of their importance to their children, and encourage opportunities for growth and change.
(2) Engaging fathers to be responsible, not just present

Fathers who are responsible help to foster strong families and positive outcomes for their children. Responsible fathers, not just present fathers, take personal responsibility for their children and obtain the necessary resources to fulfill parenting obligations. Responsible fathers play key roles in child development and family economic success by providing love, care, emotional, and financial support to their children. Staff should engage fathers in acknowledging paternity, developing effective fathering and relationship skills, and accessing education and employment.
It is critical to DCF-FSD’s focus on family safety and well-being to integrate fathers into our engagement practice. When this is done successfully, efforts to support fathers compliment our focus on safety for all members of the family. One of the most important influences a father can have on his child is indirect – fathers influence their children in large part through the quality of their relationship with the mother of their children. A father who has a healthy relationship with the mother of his children is more likely to be involved, spend time with his children, and have children who are psychologically and emotionally healthier. It is necessary to acknowledge and respect a child’s mother in order to be a responsible father. In situations where fathers have used violence and/or tactics of coercive control, staff must be cautious about how to support the involvement of fathers so that it does not come at the expense of other family members’ safety. [Link to Domestic Violence Practice Guidance].
(3) Acknowledging differences in men and women’s communication and parenting styles
It is important to comprehend the cultural needs of men and how their needs differ from those of women. Men sometimes feel treated differently due to their gender. Fathers often struggle to get information about what is happening with their family and/or children; with understanding how systems work; and with knowing what they are able to do during confusing and emotional times. Staff must communicate and engage with fathers in different ways depending on their unique strengths, challenges, and circumstances. 

Fathers are different than mothers in many ways and how staff approach and seek to engage fathers is important. There are gender differences between how males and females parent. Fatherhood is as essential to healthy childhood development as motherhood, yet fathers often feel that male parenting styles are seen as suspect or of lesser value than female parenting styles. Mothers and fathers communicate differently with their children and both styles contribute to healthy child development. Rather than speaking on the child’s level, men are not as inclined to modify their language, which challenges the child to expand his or her vocabulary and linguistic skills. (Add differences in men and women’s verbal language and body language)

Men sometimes find it difficult to acknowledge their feelings and the effect they have on the lives of their family members. Men often prefer, and are more likely to accept, task-oriented, male-focused group settings that do not label them. Feelings of vulnerability can cause men to become defensive and aggressive. Staff must make room for nonviolent expressions of anger and emotions that are appropriate to each individualized situation. Additionally, fathers may have personal experiences and trauma histories that could impede them from having contact and developing relationships with their children. If men have experienced a lack of positive fathering throughout their lives or have previous experience with child welfare, it may impact their parenting style. Staff must recognize and acknowledge these previous experiences. 


Special Considerations
Maintaining parent-child contact and parental involvement, despite circumstances such as incarceration, benefits both children and parents. Family visits during incarceration help children by maintaining family ties, bolstering children’s well-being and sense of love from their parents, promoting healthy development, reducing the trauma of separation, and increasing the likelihood of reunification post-release. For incarcerated parents, family visits increase morale and good behavior while incarcerated and greatly decrease the chance of recidivism after release. (Add note on cultural considerations)

(4) Empowering fathers

Fathers frequently indicate that there is not enough focus on what men are doing to better themselves. Staff must recognize and support the positive changes fathers have previously made and continue to make. Fathers need to know that they are just as important as mothers and bring unique skills and strengths that are essential for raising their children. Furthermore, fathers need to feel respected and valued. Staff should be mindful that their language and actions can be disempowering or reflect a cultural bias against father involvement. Having conceivable and concrete next-steps, outlines, and plans for the future often help to empower fathers by bringing them closer to their desired relationship with their children. 

(5) Recognizing the need for father–specific supports and services

Men often benefit from having advocates who support them in their relationship with their children. Men often struggle with the feeling that society and systems are geared toward offering more support and services for mothers than fathers – especially from birth and into the early years of children’s lives. This feeling is exacerbated when children have limited contact with the paternal side of their families and their natural supports. Fathers identify the need for support groups, peer support, parent advocacy groups, role modeling, parenting classes, educational resources, visitation and family time space, counseling, prevention services, information and reference guides, legal resources, job training, workforce reintegration programming, and vocational resources for fathers. Additionally, fathers identify that hope is lost when effective programming and other father-specific resources are disrupted. Fatherhood groups are an anchor and can serve as a gateway to referrals for other services that are geared specifically for fathers. In addition to limited services for fathers, there are also limited resources (such as housing and transportation) available to men who are taking on a caretaking role. 
The Responsible Fatherhood Initiative outlines the following questions for agencies to evaluate how they work with fathers:

· Do we prioritize efforts to find and meet with fathers of the families we work with?

· Do we fully consider the strengths that fathers have as parents and the contributions they can make in their children’s lives?

· Do we assess for behaviors that fathers engage in that are harmful to their families? Do we provide accountable and supportive opportunities to change these behaviors?

· When working with mothers and children, do we consider the impact of fathers who are present or absent from the home on the family history and dynamics?

· How do issues of gender, race, and class impact our expectations of fathers?

· Is our work environment inviting to fathers and does it show fathers having a central role in family life?
· Do staff members feel as comfortable and capable of working with fathers as they do with mothers?

Outcomes & Indicators

· Specific training on fatherhood engagement
· An increase in fathers’ participation at family-centered meetings, including FSPs, FGCs, and RFGCs

· An increase in paternal family representation on the Coordinator’s Report Form
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