
“Coming together is a beginning. Keeping 
together is progress. Working together is success.”  

—Henry Ford

W
hen foster parents, social workers, Court
Appointed Special Advocates (CASAs), psycholo-
gists, juvenile court judges, biological families,

and foster alumni were asked about the importance of team-
work, virtually everyone said that teamwork is important,
necessary, and in various ways, lacking in the present foster
care system.  Foster alumni responded that no one asked
what they thought or what they wanted. Foster parents 
expressed that their thoughts and opinions were discounted
or dismissed.  One CASA said that there was a team, but that
relationships were tenuous, and that all team members didn’t
feel comfortable to speak freely.

The Presiding Judge of the Orange County, California
Juvenile Court, Douglas J. Hatchimonji, shared his perspec-
tive: “Our goal is to provide for the protection and safety of
the public and each minor under the jurisdiction of the 

juvenile court and to preserve and strengthen the minor’s
family ties whenever possible … This lofty goal simply can-
not be achieved unless all of the participants in the child’s life
work as a team to bring the child to a safe harbor. To make
good decisions, judges must have as much information as pos-
sible about what’s going on in the foster child’s life from the
social workers, foster parents, teachers, counselors, physicians,
mentors, advocates, relatives and parents involved. Without
that kind of collaboration we all will fail in our duty.” 

Aimee McPartlan, author of the autobiographical novel,
Don’t You Cry, is one of that select group of people who pos-
sess the unique insight of someone who’s been in the system
and has worked as part of the system.  She is a foster alum
and a child and family social worker. McPartlan says, “A posi-
tive foster care intervention begins and ends with successful
partnership. From the moment a child is sheltered from his
or her parents and escorted to the door of a stranger; the 
trajectory of the foster care journey begins to take shape. 
Did the CPI give valuable and useful information to the
Placement Unit? Did the Placement unit take time and care
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when deciding the most appropriate placement for the child
or did they simply use the first home available? Did the
Protective Investigator explain anything to the child? Did the
CPI gather the child’s favorite belongings in a suitcase or
duffle bag, and ensure that the child understood where, why,
and how he or she was going to be living for the foreseeable
future? Or, did they simply throw a few clothes in a trash bag
and hastily drop the child off in a foreign home; aided only
by excuses and empty promises to return with beloved toys
or special stuffed animal? In turn, leaving the foster parent to
fend for themselves as they struggle to gain trust and credi-
bility of a recently traumatized child? Successful partnership
is vital to a successful child welfare intervention and should
be paramount when advocating and planning for the future
of every child in foster care.”

Foster parent and psychologist Dr. John DeGarmo talks
about specific ways that the team of people around foster
kids can make the transition of kids into foster care or from
one foster home to another less traumatizing to the children
involved.  He states, “One way to help make transition easier
is to include the foster family with planning the move prior
to actually moving, working together to determine when the
best time for the transition from one home to another would
be.  For example, after school, on a weekend, in the morning,
evenings, and so on. Another way to ease the transition is to
schedule visits to the foster home, if possible, allowing the
child to see the two families working together in a positive
relationship before the move takes place. During these visits,
transitioning foster parents discuss any common parenting
practices as well as any differences in house rules. The foster
parents involved may have valuable information and insight
to share in areas involving eating habits, sleep patterns, and
day-to-day skills.  If the child is in school, his foster parents
will have knowledge of his academic progress, abilities, and
any concerns.”

Child advocate and mentor Chris Scott, of Royal Family
Kids, speaks of the powerful partnership Royal Family Kids
has with the Office of Children’s Services in Anchorage,
Alaska, which results in foster kids going to an all-expenses-
paid vacation camp annually. The foster parents get a break
for a week, trained volunteers’ lives are enriched by their in-
teractions with foster children, and the kids themselves have
experiences that they’ll remember always. None of this would
be possible without teamwork among all stakeholders. 

Foster alum Brittany Janes speaks of the importance of
including the foster kids themselves in the conversation
about their life trajectories.  Says Brittany, “I definitely felt
like my life was being decided for me and that I was just in
the background watching others make decisions for me.
Having the responsibility for my life, and being able to assert
myself, is extremely powerful.”

Everyone agrees that teamwork on behalf of foster kids is
critical.  So why, then, don’t we see more of it in foster care?

Part of the challenge is that various stakeholders in foster
care have differing goals. The judge may rule that family
reunification is the primary goal.  But the foster parents, see-
ing the effects on their foster children of visits with members
of the biological family, may strongly disagree. The social
worker may feel that the mother is nowhere near her “clean
and sober” requirements for reunification and that an identi-
fied aunt is a better placement for the children. Meanwhile,
the CASA may have been told by the children about their
hopes to live with out-of-state grandparents. This scenario
illustrates another important challenge to effective teamwork:
the problem of communication.  

Mobile Crisis Registered Nurse and foster alum Travis
Lloyd has seen the foster care system from two perspectives:
as a child in the system and as an adult helping others in
that system.  Travis spoke of working with a foster child
who had nine different social services workers involved with
his case; his foster parents were frustrated by his behavioral
issues, ready to give up on the boy. Following a “crisis call,”
Travis learned that each of the nine workers had thought the
other had taken care of the child’s needs. Ultimately, no one
had.  Once the group began communicating, they were bet-
ter able to support the foster family—and to meet the needs
of the child. 

Foster alumnus Brianna Baucum stated that she thought
that good teamwork could have helped her with succeeding
in school, finding a job, opening up bank accounts, managing
money, or just listening. “Respecting us [foster kids] as part
of the team can help to shape us in ways that we can’t see for
ourselves,” she said. 

If all of the involved stakeholders aren’t communicating
effectively with one another, children suffer.  It’s just that
simple. And with the technology of smartphones and social
networking so readily available and affordable, there is no
excuse for many of the communication failures that occur.  

There is significant risk involved in lack of teamwork.  In
fact, the lives of foster kids and foster families may depend
on it.  As Child Welfare Specialist for Markel Insurance
Company, I have analyzed the ways in which children are
injured or killed in out-of-home placement. One of the core
“triggers” of injury, death, or serious allegation is a failure to
communicate; a well-functioning team also communicates
well, thereby reducing the risk of tragedy. Senior Loss Control
Advisor with Markel Insurance Company Michael Harding
also notes that “the goal in risk management is to anticipate
and prevent tragedies before they happen. Every child is 
depending on stakeholders to work together. To do that, you
need a team that challenges each other.” Good teamwork is
good risk management. 
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Everyone agrees that safety and permanence is the goal,
and that teamwork is necessary to achieve the goal.  So the
natural question becomes: How do we create a good team?

Corporate team-building expert Elisabeth Gegner notes
that, “Great teams share and are committed to a common
purpose, get aligned around how to achieve it, respect and
leverage the competencies of each team member, and hold
each other accountable to achieving specific goals. The more
powerful experiences include a breakthrough in belief system
around what the team members believe is possible, as well 
as a sense of unique chemistry in the execution, wherein they
are consumed in the process, lose awareness of time and 
experience a sense of flow, giving all for the cause. When a
team is working effectively, results are often achieved far 
beyond what people originally thought was possible.”  

Conversely, says Gegner, “Bad team experiences are 
described as just the opposite: conflicting agendas, egos,
strife, politics, lower levels of performance, frustration, resist-
ance, even illness, and attrition … breakthrough results take
a breakthrough team. People often believe that it suffices to
bring together a group of individuals with a common heart-
felt passion for a compelling cause and that good results will
just happen. I have seen well-intentioned projects with the
best-intentioned people fail far too often.”  

“If you want to create a breakthrough and change some-
thing in an organization or in society, you absolutely need a
breakthrough team with alignment around common purpose
or dream, the right competencies put into action, an execu-
tion plan with clear roles and responsibilities and a commit-
ment to keep each other mutually accountable.”

Wisconsin-based ANU Family Services recently reported on
achievement of permanency for up to 70% of the youth in
their care. “To achieve permanence,” says ANU CEO Amelia
Franck Meyer, “it is critical to have transparent and frequent
communication and to work together as a team.  There is a par-
allel process at play. The organizational leadership must work

together to create a healthy culture for the staff. When the staff
needs are met, they can more effectively meet the needs of
the foster parents.  When foster parent’s needs are met, they
can more effectively meet the needs of the foster youth.” 

Suggestions for establishing or improving teams for the
foster children within your influence are, 

n Enlist every stakeholder, including the foster child (e.g.,
foster parents, biological family, social workers, mentors,
teachers, CASAs and other advocates, and so on.

n Create a level playing field in which every member of
the team can honestly contribute his or her thoughts
and feelings.

n Establish ground rules for respectful communication
(such as listening without interrupting, soliciting input
from quieter team members, or setting time limits for
each team member so that one person doesn’t dominate
the meetings).

n Establish clear goals for the good of the child involved
(for example, permanence).

n Celebrate even small victories.

Foster alum Nichole Merrilees, photographer and volun-
teer for The Hub and R.E.A.C.H. (Realizing Every Action
Creates Hope), summed it all up beautifully: “When we work
together as a team and learn to appreciate what others bring
to the table, we learn to communicate and successfully make
a positive difference in the lives of others.” n

Rhonda Sciortino, author of Succeed Because 
of What Youʼve Been Through, is the National 
Child Welfare Specialist at Markel Insurance 
Company, based in Glen Allen, Virginia. 
Rhonda is a foster care alum who chairs 
the Successful Survivors Foundation and 
serves as a spokesperson for Foster Care 
Alumni of America. Her weekly radio show 
can be heard at www.rhondasradioshow.com.
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What Works in Child Welfare —Revised!
By Patrick A. Curtis and Gina Alexander

This 548-page book is the culmination of a body of research covering what works in
the field of child welfare. This time around the authors have framed their work in the
context of evidence-based practices (EBP), which distinguishes this edition from the
first. There are 29 chapters divided into six sections: prevention, child protective
services, out-of-home care, adoption, child welfare and integrated services, and
technology—also new to this edition. 

Item #: 1507   •  Retails: $39.95  •  CWLA full members pay: $31.96 


