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Engaging Non-Resident Fathers in Child Welfare Cases:

A Guide for Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASAs)
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This brief provides practical guidance to CASA volunteers on working with and involving fathers in child welfare cases.  It will address a variety of relevant topics, including:

The Importance of Father Involvement
Studies of families involved with the child welfare system have found that:

· Involvement by non-resident fathers is associated with more reunifications and fewer adoptions.

· Higher levels of non-resident father involvement are associated with substantially lower likelihood of later maltreatment allegations.

· Highly involved non-resident fathers’ children exited foster care more quickly.

· Children who had had contact with a non-custodial parent in the last year were 46% less likely to enter foster care.
Barriers to Father Engagement
There are many things that prevent fathers from engaging with their children and the child welfare system, including: 
· Statutory (legal) barriers

· Structural or system barriers Caseworker biases

· Lack of legal representation

· Poverty

· Incarceration

· Substance abuse

· Language or literacy barriers
Practice Tips for CASA Volunteers
Inquire about the father’s identity and location

Failure to make ongoing diligent efforts to locate a missing parent can deny a child an opportunity to establish or maintain a relationship with that parent and delay permanency.  CASA volunteers can help ensure that reasonable efforts are made to locate unknown or missing fathers by:

· Reminding the agency to continue efforts to find the father
· Requesting in court reports that the judge inquire about the father’s whereabouts at every review or status hearing

· Asking the child (if age appropriate) whether she knows her father and where he may be

· Asking the mother and other known relatives about the father’s whereabouts

· Reporting your findings to the agency and court to help them locate the missing parent

Assess whether the father could be a placement or other resource for the child

You can speak with the father directly (or with the assistance of his counsel) about his position.  Be clear about what your role is in the case, how it is different from the agency caseworker’s and why you would like to meet with him.  Even if the father can’t or doesn’t want custody of his child, he can still be a resource to her and you should assess in what way the father can be a support system to the child.  When assessing the father’s interest and capacity to be the child’s caregiver, consider:

· Discussing with him what he wants for his child’s future and how he fits into that picture

· Discussing with the child (when age appropriate) her feelings about living with her father

· Meeting the father in his home to assess the space and whether it will accommodate his child

Practice Tips for CASA Volunteers (cont'd.)
· Documenting the ways the father provides support to the child (e.g., gifts, phone calls, letters, recreational activities, involvement in school or medical appointments, etc.)

· Observing a visit between the father and child or asking the monitor (when they are supervised) how visits have gone
If the father does not want custody or is not an appropriate caretaker consider other ways he can help the child such as:
· Providing information on the child’s medical and family health history

· Identifying other relatives who could be a resource

· Keeping in touch with the child through visits calls or letters so she knows she has other caring adult connections

Recognize how fathers learn and seek help differently than mothers

Keep in mind how men and women interact, learn and seek help differently from one another.  Make sure these differences do not cloud your objective assessment of the father’s interest, capacity or ultimately what is in the child’s best interest.  Remember this when observing visits, interviewing the father, identifying services for him or assessing his compliance with services offered/required.  Men are:  

· Action-oriented


       •   More likely to engage in physical play with children
· Future-focused


       •   Less likely to seek help
· Sensitive to power and respect issues       •   Unlikely to dwell on emotions

Include the father and paternal relatives in case planning and family group decision making conferences

When participating in these meetings help ensure: 

· Fathers and paternal relatives are invited to participate 

· Fathers and paternal relatives are given an opportunity to share their positions

· Safety measures or other plans are put in place before meetings commence if there are high conflict issues between the mother and father

· Case plans address services or needs of both parents to successfully reunify with the child or be positively involved in the child’s life in other ways

Other topics to be covered in the brief:
•     Contacting paternal relatives

•     Talking to the child about his father

•     Working with fathers with substance abuse issues

•     Engaging incarcerated fathers

To obtain more information:

To request a hardcopy of this practice brief or learn about other materials available through the Quality Improvement Center on Non-Resident Fathers, please contact Jessica Kendall at kendallj@staff.abanet.org or Lisa Pilnik at pilnikl@staff.abanet.org.   
Available to download for free at: www.fatherhoodqic.org in Spring 2010
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