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Protocol when Working with Parents (Birth Parents)

· Frame your work with parent partners within the context of the reasons they should be involved, including:

· Parent partners bring a unique perspective to child welfare work based on having been service recipients. They have direct, experiential understanding that can inform an array of decisions affecting policy and processes. Parent partners often see issues from perspectives that their colleagues have not considered.

· For many families receiving services, parent partners have credibility that professionals who have never received services do not.

· Find ways to involve parent partners in multiple roles, including:

· Serving on planning or review committees; e.g., for program evaluations or reviews, continuing quality improvement (CQI) committees and processes, and/or designing reforms such as Program Improvement Plans.

· Participating on monitoring and review teams, child protection teams and/or team decision meetings.
· Providing and helping to collect information about current issues and how the system works, such as evaluation of the current array of services.

· Interpreting information about system effectiveness from various data sources, including case-based data reports, studies by outside organizations and satisfaction surveys of other birth parents, family caregivers and youth.

· Editing and writing sections of documents such as reports, brochures, and training curricula.

· Training staff and others who work in and with the child welfare system.

· Educating stakeholders such as community groups and the legislature. 

· Participating in sessions that explain findings and updates of change efforts; e.g., conferences.

· Lobbying.

· Advocacy, mentoring and support for families/youth involved in the child welfare system such as

· explaining how the system works;

· helping families to contribute in a meaningful way to each stage of their involvement in child welfare, including the assessment of concerns and strengths, developing the services plan (e.g., thinking through and voicing what kinds of services they want), and assessment of progress;

· helping locate resources; 

· advocating for the family when resources are scarce; and

· supporting family/youth throughout the process of their involvement with child welfare.
· Structure the work so that parent partners can make the most of their contributions, including:

· Working with the agency’s human resources and finance departments to ensure that job classifications, contracts, and expense re-imbursement are negotiated (sometimes waivers for education, experience and legal status (such as police records for drug offenses) need to be addressed for employment).

· Establishing an organizational infrastructure for parent partners, including work units to which they will be assigned, supervision, councils or committees (if parent partners work under contract or for another agency, the connections and communication lines need to be clarified).

· Developing work assignments at both the system and client service levels in ways that address relevant issues, including the types of family concerns that they will/won’t be assigned to (e.g., substance abuse, mental illness) and specialized areas of work (e.g., family team meetings or children of certain ages).

· Establishing systems for assignments, both at system-reform level (e.g., serving on committees, working with trainers to plan and review training curriculum and to conduct training) and for working directly with client families.

· Establishing systems for supervision and for communication.  

· Establishing systems beyond supervision for orientation, training and support for parent partners as they begin their work (this may include parent partners attending specialized training and meetings with others such as committee chairs, court personnel and staff from a variety of agencies).

· Establishing funding (which often begins with a grant and then requires internal funds to institutionalize the program).

· Establish systems for recruitment and selection of parent partners by: 

· Developing specific job descriptions that reflect a variety of input from key sources: what potential parent partners believe they can contribute, what clients say they need, and what professionals say will help them serve families better.

· Conducting orientation sessions among agency staff and colleagues about the need for the desired qualifications for these positions and getting the job description out (recruitment material is crucial – the job description and the program description are the bases for these – and caseworkers are often the best source of finding candidates).

· Developing job application forms and processes that are clear and to the point about information that is needed (focusing more on interest and commitment than on traditional information about education and professional experience).

· Involving parents as application screeners and interviewers.

· Ensuring that the job interview process includes questions that elicit parents’ interests, approaches to and problem solving abilities in relation to common issues that come up in the work, and their specific concerns about the work, e.g., expectations, needs such as transportation or flexibility around crisis (new programs need to focus on the applicants’ ability to withstand resistance that they may get from colleagues).

· Establish a conducive work environment by:

· Providing leadership for parent partner involvement at the top level of the Child Welfare agency. supporting and ensuring that the message is sent and reinforced throughout the agency.  
· Training child welfare and partner agency staff (police, courts, drug and alcohol programs, domestic violence programs, schools, etc.) on the parent partner initiative. 
· Implementing the systems for work assignments, supervision and other support and being prepared to modify them as needed (parent partner project coordinators stress the importance of “staying the course” because, as with all new programs, there are often many difficulties to overcome in going from paper to practice – i.e., from how the project was conceived to actually getting it implemented – so there is a balance between persevering with a plan that may be meeting unjustified resistance and making modifications that truly seem called for).
· Being flexible so that parent partners meet family obligations (many parent partners have periodic family crises that necessitate immediate response on their part so working with parent partners to anticipate and plan for these helps both the parent partner and the agency).  

· Assess success periodically by

· Setting up and implementing ways to assess how the parent partner initiative is working (this includes getting input in a structured way from clients, parent partners and colleagues).

· Establishing and implementing the expectation that what is learned from the assessment will be used to modify the program as needed.
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