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ABSTRACT
African American children are overrepresented in the

child welfare system. While a number of studies have been
conducted on this disparity, attempts to discover

obstacles to reunification from the perspective of
African American parents have been scant. The purpose of

this study was to identify the self-reported obstacles of
African American parents who did not reunify with their
child(ren) after involvement with the child welfare
system. The research method employed in this study
consisted of a qualitative design using in-depth face to

face interviews. A total of eight African American women

participated in the study and a number of common themes

emerged from the interviews. Participants reported a

number of interrelated barriers that contributed their
failed reunification. This included (a) an addiction to

illicit substances,

(b) incarceration,

(c) self-defeating

behaviors, and (d) a lack of appropriate coping skills.

Similarly, respondents reported that they were in need of
drug treatment, support systems, counseling, financial
assistance and stable housing. Findings from the research
could be used to assist future African American families

in need of services.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Problem Statement
African American children are overrepresented in the
child welfare system. The Child Welfare League of America

(as cited in Roberts, 2008) reports that African American
children make up approximately 15% of the population in
the United States. While there is a relatively small

population of African American children in the U.S.,

these children account for 42% of the dependents in the
public child welfare system (Jimenez, 2006).

In addition to entering foster care more frequently
than children of other races, children of African

ancestry remain in care longer and are given less
desirable placements than children of European descent
(Nelson & Nash, 2008). Jimenez (2006) goes on to report

that African American children are more likely to

experience multiple placements while in foster care and

less likely to reunify with their parents.
Racial disparities at the state level are fairly

consistent with national findings. In 2007, the Center
for Social Services Research at the University of
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California, Berkeley indicated that 26.25% of the

children in care were African American. Similarly, 18.57%
of the entries into California's child welfare system
were African American. In 2007, the population of black

children in the state of California was 5.97% (Needell et

al., 2008) .

Historically, African American children were denied
services by the early child welfare system (Jimenez,
2006). Consistent with the ideology of the time period,
services were reserved for white children and families.

Although there was no formal child welfare system

available to African American families, the black
community created an informal system to care for children

at risk. This informal system utilized a form of kinship
care, placing children with family members or close

friends within the immediate community (Jackson-White,
Dozier, Oliver, & Gardner, 1997).

In the middle of the 20th century, the child welfare

system began to take notice of children living in
poverty. According to Jimenez (2006), this marked the
advent of black,children receiving services from formal
child welfare programs on a large scale. Policies have

since changed and child welfare involvement based solely
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on poverty is no longer deemed acceptable; however,
African American involvement with the child welfare

system remains high.

A number of studies have been conducted to address
the disproportionate rates of black children in the child

welfare system (Busch, Wall, Koch, & Anderson 2008;

Cross, 2008; Derezotes, Richardson, King,
Kleinschmit-Rembert, & Pratt, 2008; Hines, Lemon, Wyatt,
& Merdinger, 2004; Jonson-Reid, Drake & Kohl, in press;

McRoy, 2008; Roberts, 2008). The importance of cultural
diversity has been acknowledged and is now included in

child welfare curriculum. Additionally, social workers

are encouraged to view all families from a
strengths-based perspective instead of focusing on the

dysfunction.
Policies have also been established to address and
correct disparities. For example, federal policy now

encourages kinship placements and relatives are routinely
sought to serve as foster parents (Schwartz, 2007).

African American adoption agencies are also utilized to
address the unique strengths and challenges within the
black community (Jackson-White, Dozier, Oliver, &

Gardner, 1997).
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Although policies are attempting to correct
disparities, social work practice may be inhibited by a

number of factors. Issues such as unemployment,
incarceration and substance abuse are often obstacles for

many African American families. At the same time,
parental stress, mental illness, a lack of support
systems, worker bias and insufficient funding for

programs may make it more difficult for African Americans
to reunify with their children (Nelson & Nash, 2008;
Busch, Wall, Koch, & Anderson, 2008; Reich, 2007).

According to Hines, Lee, Osterling, and Drabble
(2006), families who fail to reunify typically have

serious social and economic difficulties that are not

adequately addressed during interventions. Additional
research is needed to determine barriers or difficulties

to the reunification of African Americans in the child
welfare system.
Purpose of the Study
Studies conducted on identifying obstacles to

reunification from the perspective of African American
parents have been scarce. It is likely that this has

exacerbated disparities in the child welfare system by

4

creating a gap between parental needs and the services
provided. This gap prevents current child welfare

procedures from adequately intervening in the lives of
African American families. Consequently, there has been

little success in providing for the safety, permanency
and well-being of African American children, as required

by the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 1997.
This study attempts to fill the gap currently

affecting African American families in the child welfare

system. To accomplish this, the study aims to identify
barriers that may be contributing to failed reunification

attempts. Should confounding variables be detected, they
could be addressed and utilized to assist future families

in need of services.
The research method employed in this study consists
of a qualitative design using in-depth face to face

interviews. This method was utilized to explore the

subjective experiences and reactions of former African

American clients. It was believed that understanding the
perceptions of parents who were unable to reunify would

uncover vital issues undetected in previous assessments.
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Significance of the Project for Social Work
Currently, the goals and outcomes for African
American children are not being met. Black children are
frequently removed from their homes and subjected to

additional instability. At the same time, the capacity of
the African American family to provide for their children

often does not increase after involvement with the child

welfare system.

According to the ethical principles established by
the National Association of Social Workers (NASW, 1999),

the primary responsibility of social workers is to

address social problems and help people in need.

Disparities among African American children in the child
welfare system are one of the most pervasive social

problems currently facing child welfare workers. Studies
aimed at finding solutions to disparities not only

address a major social problem, but also helps numerous

African American families in need.

The results of this study will potentially
contribute to social work practice by providing a better

understanding of the needs of black families in the child

welfare system. Data obtained from previous clients may
show the need for alternative approaches during the
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engagement and assessment process. More effective

interventions could then be planned and implemented with
existing clients. Ultimately this could lead to better

outcomes for black families in the child welfare system.
This study will also assist in developing the social
work knowledge base as established under the ethical
principle of Responsibilities to the Social Work

Profession (NASW, 1999). Adding the perceptions of former
clients to the knowledge base could facilitate future
quantitative research or comparative studies. It would
also give former clients an opportunity to voice concerns

about the child welfare policies affecting their
communities .

Ultimately, findings from this study could assist

with identifying ineffective or harmful policies
currently being utilized by child welfare agencies.

Policies that are found to be counterproductive to the
goals of child welfare could be modified as deemed
necessary. More relevant policies and programs could then

be established to facilitate better outcomes for African

American children.
The overrepresentation of African American children

in the child welfare system suggests that current
7

interventions are not meeting the needs of African

American families. This study seeks to identify

extraneous variables that may be affecting interventions.
To accomplish this task, African American parents who did
not regain custody of their children will be asked about
the obstacles that prevented them from reunifying.
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

Very little research has been conducted on the

self-reported obstacles that prevent African American
families from reunifying. This chapter will discuss the
current literature on general obstacles facing African

American families in the child welfare system. The
theoretical perspectives guiding this research will also
be discussed.

Substance Abuse
The effect of a comprehensive substance abuse

program on successful reunification was studied by Brook
and McDonald (2007). According to their research,

substance abuse was associated with negative child
welfare outcomes. They also reported that approximately
60% of the families in the child welfare system have

problems related to substance abuse and child
maltreatment. Additionally, 75% of all placements are a

result of substance abuse.
The results of the study indicated that the children
of program participants were more likely to re-enter
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foster care. Although this study represents only a single
endeavor, researchers assert that it should prompt

officials to re-evaluate assumptions about more intensive
services leading to better outcomes.
This study reveals the complexities of addiction. It
also serves to remind researchers that recovery can be a
long-term process that includes relapse. The client's

awareness of this process may facilitate recovery;
however, there are often conflicts between the goals of

treatment programs and the timelines of the child welfare
system. The client's knowledge of these conflicts could

be a factor in their ability to complete child welfare
interventions. For example, if a client believes that

they will be unable to reach sobriety within the child

welfare timelines, they may avoid trying altogether.
The narrative of an African American single father

with a history of substance abuse was published by
Murray, Golub, Dunlap, Johnson, and Benoit (2008).

Although he faced obstacles such as unemployment,
childcare, divorce and temporarily caring for his dying

mother, he was able to maintain his sobriety. When
discussing his success, he attributed his determination

10

to the continued responsibility of caring for his

children.
Although this narrative is not the norm, it does
provide some insight. For some families, retaining

responsibility of their children is a motivating factor.
In these cases, placing children into foster care may
actually hinder interventions. Although the safety and
risk of the child should always take priority, it may be
beneficial to advocate for more treatment programs that

allow children to reside on the premises.

Poverty
Research conducted by the U.S. Government
Accountability Office (GAO) and the Children's Defense
Fund (CDF) was summarized by McRoy (2008). These studies

found that economic disparities exist in a variety of
systems. Consequently, families involved in the child

welfare system are often negatively impacted in other

areas. To illustrate, the correlation between low-income
and poor mental health in African American women was

cited. In such cases, reunification may be hindered due

to a lack of available resources within the community.
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The effect of poverty on multiple systems was also

discussed by Brook and McDonald (2007). In their study on

substance abuse interventions and reunification, they
noted that poverty was one of the most consistent
predictors of placement in foster care and failure to
reunify. They also stated that the more impoverished a

single mother was, the less likely she was to recover
from addiction.
This study helps to illuminate the pervasive nature

of poverty. It also shows how poverty removes the buffers

that often insulate families from involvement in the
child welfare system. For instance, addiction in and of

itself does not warrant the removal of children. If the

client is able to draw from multiple resources, they may
be able to seek treatment from private sources. They

could also arrange for the care of their children while
undergoing treatment.

The development of ethnic identity among 18 African

American adolescents in kinship and non-kinship foster

care was examined by Schwartz (2007). When focusing on
poverty, major disparities were revealed. Kinship foster
homes were located in disadvantaged, low-income areas
with apartments or small homes, often in poor condition.
12

Most of these neighborhoods contained a number of liquor
stores but no noticeable grocery stores. Safety was a

major concern for both adolescents and caregivers.

Although this study focused on the ethnic identities
of adolescent foster youth, it provided insight into the

limited resources of extended family members. This may
explain why clients often do not turn to relatives before
becoming involved with the child welfare system. The

perception that relatives are struggling with similar
stressors may prevent clients from asking for assistance.

Relatives often become aware of difficulties after the
child welfare agency is involved. By that time, the

situation has escalated into an emotionally charged
crisis and relatives may be hesitant to intervene.

Worker Bias
The problem of disparities has also been addressed

by studying how risk was factored into the decision to

remove a child (Rivaux et al., 2008). Researchers were
particularly interested in how assumptions about race and
poverty impacted the worker's feelings about child

safety. The results of the study indicated that a bias
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does exist; however, it was associated more with poverty
than with race.
Disparities in terms of bias were also discussed by

Jonson-Reid, Drake, and Kohl (in press). In this case,
"bias" was again determined by social class, not race.

According to the authors, anti-poor biases unnecessarily
burden families with investigations. At the same time,

scarce resources within the child welfare system are

needlessly wasted on issues related to poverty. While
researchers recognize that poverty is a key social issue,
the authors warn against abandoning current child welfare

work to search for long-term solutions to poverty.
Perceptions of racial and gender bias among African

Americans and whites may play a role in failed
reunification efforts. According to Rodriguez (2008),

perceptions are valuable because discrimination is often

subtle; people may also disagree on what constitutes
discrimination. Additionally, if one perceives

discrimination as being real, it is real in its
consequences. The results of the study indicated that

African Americans perceived racial discrimination more
than whites. This is likely due to experiences with
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institutionalized racism in areas such as law
enforcement .

Although research showing racial discrimination in
child welfare is sparse, worker bias has been identified

as an issue for families living in poverty. Ironically,

approximately 29% of all African American families live
below the poverty line (Crosson-Tower, 2007). While

African American families may believe that racial

discrimination is a barrier to reunification, the bias
may in fact be occurring as a result of an
overrepresentation of African Americans living in

poverty.
Incarceration
The high rate of incarceration among African
American men is a major problem in the United States.
According to the U.S. Department of Justice (2008),

approximately 4.8% of black men were in prison or jail.
In comparison, 1.9% of Hispanic men and 0.7% of White men
were incarcerated. In California, over 65% of those
incarcerated are people of color, despite the fact that

they comprise only 41% of the general population.

(Carter, Ojukwo, & Miller, 2006). Once released from
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prison, former inmates struggle with unemployment,

substance abuse, domestic violence, gang involvement and
poverty.
The affects of incarceration among women in San

Bernardino County was reviewed by Carter, Ojukwu, and
Miller (2006). Findings indicated that these women lacked

sufficient re-entry programs to assist them with
adjusting to life outside of prison. Additionally, the
women experienced obstacles with finding employment,

securing housing and receiving adequate health care.
According to the Little Hoover Commission (2004),

approximately 31% of the women incarcerated in California
were in custody for drug-related crimes. An additional
34% were incarcerated for property crimes.

A study on children with incarcerated parents was

conducted by LaVigne, Davies, and Brazzell (2008).

Findings indicated that African American children were
nearly nine times more likely to have a parent in prison

than white children. In addition to changes in living

arrangements, parent-child relationships and financial
security, the incarceration of a parent frequently causes

anxiety, depression, fear, insomnia and difficulties with
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concentrating. There is also a strong correlation between

parental incarceration and juvenile delinquency.

Although the children of incarcerated parents face a
variety of obstacles, there are protective factors that

influence their ability to cope. For example, a positive
relationship before the incarceration will facilitate

better communication during the parent's time away.
Having support from relatives, caregivers and the
community will also assist children during this time.

The impact of incarceration on African American

fathers and their children was also analyzed by Alexander
(2005). The results indicated that prison did not

automatically terminate father involvement. Prisoners who
reported a good relationship with their significant
others were more likely to report a good relationship
with their children.

Parental involvement is a significant factor in how
children cope with the incarceration of a parent.
Unfortunately, a variety of factors will influence the

parent-child relationship. If the child is unable to
reconcile feelings associated with the parent's

incarceration, behavioral problems could develop. If this
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occurs, the child would be at an increased risk of
maltreatment.

Self-Help as a Cultural Value
Historical research on the involvement of the child
welfare system in the African American community was
conducted by Jimenez (2006). According to the author,

African Americans were originally excluded from the child
welfare system; as a result, the black community created
an informal system to protect its children. This system

consisted of informal adoptions and a form of kinship

care that kept children with relatives and fictive kin
within the immediate community.

The study revealed a conflict between the formal
child welfare system and the traditions within the black

community. After African American children became

eligible for services, the child welfare system began to

require legal claims to guardianship. They also required

that specific standards be met for relatives willing to
care for dependent children.
Formal standards are an attempt to provide safety
and stability for the child; however, there may have been

unintended consequences. For example, perceptions of
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racism and intrusion may prevent qualified relatives from

caring for children. At the same time, the involvement of
formal child welfare services appears to have removed the
African American community's drive to create informal
solutions.
The history of self-help in the African American

community was also traced by Jackson-White, Dozier,

Oliver, and Gardner (1997). Their article explored the

success of an African American adoption agency in
Georgia. The study explains that traditions of self-help
are the key to the agency's success; however, extended

family and a strong spiritual base are also vital.

The agency was able to sustain itself without the
aid of grants for 10 months. Members of the community

recognized the need to assist their children and they

responded generously. The agency's success shows that the

African American community does still employ self-help

activities. These activities promote a sense of
achievement while reaffirming the importance of

interdependence.
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Theories Guiding Conceptualization

Studies have consistently shown that poverty,

addiction, health care, education, housing and law

enforcement all contribute to disparities in the child
welfare system. This observation is consistent with the
theoretical perspective ascertained in systems theory.

According to systems theory, individuals, families,

communities and organizations are all interrelated
elements that interact with one another. Changes that
occur in one area will directly impact all other parts of
the system (Kirst-Ashman & Hull, 2006). Although social

workers typically consider systems theory as a framework
for interventions, it is also useful to consider the
theory when clients fail to complete case plans.
Interviewing former African American clients who

were unable to reunify may provide insight into some of
the reasons that racial disparities exist in child

welfare. Thorough assessments are typically conducted

before interventions are created; however, it appears
that other factors are likely influencing the success of

clients.
Equifinality may be the key to providing more

effective interventions. In essence, there are a variety
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of ways to view a problem and many potential ways to
solve those problems. Since current interventions are

proving to be unsuccessful for African American families
in the child welfare system, other methods of

problem-solving should be explored.
Ecological theory may also be used to guide this

research topic. According to Kirst-Ashman and Hull
(2006), the ecological perspective considers the

conditions and circumstances of individuals within their
environment. There is constant interaction between people
and various systems; the goal is to make those

interactions as fluid as possible. When changes occur,
the person must adapt to the new conditions in order to

function effectively.

African American families face a variety of

obstacles within their environment. From the ecological
perspective, this may be an indication of an inability to

adapt to changes in the system. Such changes may include

deteriorating familial bonds, a reduction in community
support systems or increased unemployment. In an effort

to provide more effective interventions, a dialog must

ensue. This will give child welfare workers the tools
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needed to help families adapt to their changing
environments.

Summary

Studies on barriers to reunification from the
perspective of African American parents are scant; as a

result, some of the general obstacles which frequently

affect African American families were discussed in this
chapter. Substance abuse, incarceration, worker bias and

issues related to poverty are all factors that frequently

influence reunification. Because many of these issues are
interrelated, systems theory and ecological theory are
identified as being the major theoretical perspectives

guiding this study.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODS
Introduction
This chapter will present the methodology used in
the study. The study design, sampling method, data

collection and interview instrument will be discussed in
this section. Also included will be the methods employed

to ensure confidentiality and the protection of human
subjects. Finally, a description of the data analysis

procedures will be provided.
Study Design

Previous research indicates that African American
children are disproportionately represented in the child

welfare system. The purpose of this study was to explore
the barriers that prevented reunification among African

American families. This study presents self-reported

obstacles identified by African American parents who did
not reunify with their children.

The research method employed in this study consisted

of a qualitative design using face to face interviews.
This method was selected to elicit the subjective
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experiences of African American parents with children
classified as dependents in the child welfare system.

It was believed that face to face interviews were
the most suitable way to obtain in-depth information from

respondents. According to Grinnel and Unrau (2008),
interviews can offer a more natural environment for

individuals to share information. Providing verbal
responses to questions is typically easier than written

responses and it allows people to provide spontaneous
answers "off the top of their heads." Interviews also
allowed the researcher to modify questions and clarify
vague answers, thus obtaining the most candid responses

possible.

The study had several limitations. Due to time
constraints and requirements for meticulous transcribing,
a sample size of ten respondents was obtained. As a

result, the study is not generalizable to the larger
population of African American families in the child
welfare system. Additionally, social desirability bias
likely occurred. This phenomenon takes place when

respondents try to appear more favorable in the eyes of
the researcher (Grinnell & Unrau, 2008) . This was likely

problematic due to the sensitive nature of the subject
24

matter. In essence, respondents may have feared being

viewed as a "bad parent."
Although limitations do exist, it is imperative that

African American parents be consulted to effectively
identify problems facing African American families in the

child welfare system. For this reason, this study sought
to answer the following research question: What are the
self-reported obstacles which prevented African American

families from reunifying with their children?
Sampling
Participants of the study were identified by
utilizing snowball sampling. This method required

identifying African American parents who were unable to

reunify with their child(ren), then asking them to refer
other African American parents with a similar history.

As previously indicated, the sample size for this
study consisted of ten respondents; however, only eight
respondents met all of the following sampling criteria:

(1) Self-identifying as an African American, Black or
Black American (2) A history of involvement in the child

welfare system as the parent of at least one dependent
child (3) Involvement with a child welfare agency located
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in Southern California (4) At least one child who was

never reunified after involvement with the child welfare

system (5) The failed reunification resulted in the child
being put up for adoption, placed in kinship care,
non-relative foster care or a group home setting.

One participant who failed to meet the requirements

of the study was involved with a child welfare agency
outside of the state of California. The second
participant who did not qualify for the study had

maintained her parental rights and was in the process of

reunifying with her child.

Data Collection and Instruments
The researcher collected data by conducting face to

face interviews with African American parents who did not

reunify with their children after becoming involved with
the child welfare system. To ensure accuracy,

participants were asked for consent to have the
interviews audio-recorded.

An interview guide consisting of three sections was
created by the researcher and posed to participants (see

Appendix A). The first section of the interview guide
contained closed-ended questions that focused on
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demographics. The second section of the guide included

both open-ended and closed-ended questions. This allowed
the researcher to identify the reason for the child's

removal and the county agency involved. It also allowed
participants to discuss their involvement with child
protective services (CPS). The final section of the

interview guide presented open-ended questions that
identified self-reported obstacles to reunification.

The questions were worded in a non-threatening
manner to help respondents feel at ease while encouraging

them to reflect on past experiences. The researcher
pre-tested the interview guide by discussing the content
and requesting feedback from peers. Included in the

discussion was a Master of Social Work student, a

Professor of social work and a current child welfare

social worker. Additionally, feedback was solicited from
an African American mother who did not reunify with her

children after being involved with CPS.
The instrument was designed to provide a voice to

parents who are typically marginalized. One of the major
limitations of the instrument was its failure to address

parental accountability. The instrument was also limited
by its complete reliance upon the perceptions of the
27

parents. The goal of the study was to identify
self-reported obstacles to reunification; as such, there

was no way to determine if incidents of abuse were

minimized by respondents. There was also no way to
determine if respondents had exaggerated their needs or
the obstacles to reunification.

Procedures
The researcher posted announcements within the Forum
and Blog sections of the following websites:

www.blackvoices.com and www.blackplanet.com. The

announcement included the following statement, "Have you

or someone you know had experience with CPS in Southern
California? I am looking for parents who are willing to

participate in a confidential study about families who
were never reunified after involvement with CPS. If this
describes you or someone you know, please contact me, or
ask them to email me at TheGreenHouse365@yahoo.com ." A

webpage containing the announcement and information about
the study was also posted at www.myspace.com.

The researcher also left flyers at African American
owned businesses and non-profits within the city of San

Bernardino, California. After willing participants were
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identified, the researcher scheduled appointments for

face to face interviews.
Interviews were conducted over a three week period
between March 18, 2009 and April 8, 2009. The first
participant was referred by a relative who had read a

flyer about the study. The second and third participants
had received services at a non-profit agency in the city

of San Bernardino, California. The final participants
were informed about the study by a fellow member of a
12-step program in the city of San Bernardino.

Interviews were held at a location agreed upon by
the participant and the researcher. Two participants

asked that they be interviewed at a private residence.
Another requested that they be interviewed at a local

fast-food restaurant. The remaining interviews were
conducted in a private meeting room at a counseling

center in the city of San Bernardino. The estimated time
for the interviews ranged from four minutes to twenty

minutes, with the average time being approximately ten

minutes.

Immediately following the interview, a gift
certificate to Walmart or the 99$ Only Store, in the

amount of twenty dollars, was provided to each
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participant as compensation for their time. Participants

were also asked if they could be contacted in the future,
should additional information be required; however, only

four participants granted permission to be contacted in
the future. After the interviews were conducted, data

analysis took approximately two weeks.
Protection of Human Subjects

This study required face to face interviews with
African American parents who had a history of involvement
with CPS. As a result, every conceivable effort was

employed to protect the confidentiality of respondents.
Prior to conducting the interviews, participants were
provided with a statement of informed consent and asked

to place a check mark on the form after reading (see
Appendix B). The researcher also provided a verbal

explanation of the statement of informed consent. This

ensured that respondents were aware of their rights and
the voluntary nature of the study. It also informed

respondents of the purpose of the study. Finally, the
informed consent notified participants of the benefits of
the study and the potential risks associated with

participating in the study.
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For additional protection, a numerical code was

assigned to each participant. This allowed the researcher

to record and analyze data'without compromising
confidentiality. Pseudonyms were also used in the study

to ensure that identifying information was not linked to
respondents .

After the interviews were conducted, the researcher
provided respondents with a debriefing statement (see

Appendix C). This ensured that participants were aware of
the true purpose of the study. It also assured

respondents that no deception was involved in the study.

Finally, the debriefing statement provided a way to
address potential psychological distress that may have
been generated as a result of the interview.

The confidentiality of the data was protected. All
information obtained during the study was stored in a

locked filing cabinet at the home of the researcher. To
provide additional security, a password was installed on

the researcher's personal laptop computer. Data obtained
from the interviews was accessible only to the researcher
and the research advisor.
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Data Analysis

Upon completing the face to face interviews, the
data from the audio-tapes was transcribed verbatim. An
identification number and pseudonym was then assigned to

each participant. The information was subsequently

compiled with the questions from the Interview Schedule.
Finally, the data was placed into a spreadsheet for

analysis.

Due to the qualitative nature of this study, the
data was analyzed using open coding. This allowed the

content to be categorized using common themes and issues.
Once common themes were identified, they were grouped

together and examined for correlations between
participants. For example, the researcher attempted to

determine if respondents had similar reasons for being
involved with CPS. It was believed that doing so would

identify some of the common barriers that affected
reunification .

Summary
This chapter presented the methods employed in the

study. Topics concerning the composition of the study
were discussed. The research design, sampling method,
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procedures used to collect data and a sample of the

interview guide was included. Issues regarding the

protection of human subjects and a description of the
data analysis procedures were also included.
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CHAPTER FOUR

RESULTS

Introduction

A total of eight self-identified African
American/black women participated in this study. All

respondents had a history of involvement with child

protective services (CPS) as the mother of at least one
child who was not returned to their care. This chapter

will discuss (a) the demographic characteristics of the

respondents,

(b) details about the participants'

involvement with CPS,
Court process;

(c) respondents' feelings about the

(d) details about the respondents' case

plan, and (e) perceived obstacles to reunification.

Presentation of the Findings
A total of eight respondents participated in the

study. All participants were females who self-identified

as being African American or Black. The age of the

respondents ranged from twenty-six to fifty-three years,
with the average age being forty. All respondents
reported that they currently resided within the" Inland

Empire, which consists of Riverside and San Bernardino
County. Three participants were native to California, two
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had lived iri California for the majority of their lives
and three had been residents from seven to fifteen years.

Participants were asked to describe their current
neighborhood. The responses to the question were similar
and grouped into three categories. The first category

characterized their neighborhood as being "bad" due to
high rates of crime, unemployment, substance abuse and
homelessness. The second category characterized their

neighborhood as being "nice" as a result of it being
quiet and supportive. The third category characterized

their neighborhood as being "okay." This category

included respondents who reported that their community
was "not the best, but comfortable" and "a hick town with

nobody around." Additionally, two respondents reported

that they were currently living in a sober living home.
The respondents were also asked if they currently
had children living in their care. Two participants

reported that they were currently caring for their
children. Of those two, one reported that she had lost

parental rights to a previous set of children. The other
reported that she had lost parental rights to her infant,
but regained custody of her two older children.
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Involvement with Child Protective Services
Respondents were questioned as to when CPS became

involved in their lives. Three participants reported that
they had two separate CPS cases, involving two sets of

children. One participant reported that her first case
was opened in 1989. A subsequent case was then opened

approximately six years later, in 1995. The second of the
three reported that her initial case was opened in 1993.
Her second case was opened roughly nine years later, in

2002. The third respondent reported that her original CPS
case was opened in 2003. Her last case was opened nearly

three years later, in 2006. The remaining five
participants reported having only one CPS case. The

reported years of involvement were 1988, 1991, 1996, 2004
and 2006.

Participants were then asked the location of the
child welfare agency in which they were involved. Five of
the .eight stated they had cases in San Bernardino County.

Two respondents reported that they had CPS cases in

Riverside County. One participant indicated that her case
originated in the County of Los Angeles.
All five participants involved in San Bernardino

County reported neglect and "drugs" as the reason for
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their involvement with CPS. Additionally, one respondent

involved in Riverside County cited substance abuse as the
reason for her involvement with CPS. Two participants had

their children removed in the hospital immediately after

giving birth. Both babies were born with drugs in their
system. As a result, the ages of the respondents'

children ranged from newborn to age fifteen years.
The second participant with a case in Riverside

County stated that her children were removed as a result
of "abandonment" (neglect); however, she denied that

substance abuse was an issue in her case. Her children
were ages one, two and three years at the time. The

respondent with a case in Los Angeles County stated that
her children were removed due to her home being "an

unsafe environment" (neglect). She went on to say that
she "caught a file for transporting and sales. When they

raided my house, I had scales, blades, marijuana and a
loaded gun." Her children were ages one, five and eight
at the time.

Participants were asked, to describe what the Court

process was like for them. The responses to the question
were grouped into three categories. The first category

included participants who never attended Court. These
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respondents reported that they failed to attend Hearings
due to an addiction to illicit substances and depression.
The second category included participants who initially

avoided Court, but later attended subsequent Hearings.

These respondents reported that they did not understand
the Court proceedings. One reported that her lack of

understanding was likely due to the affects of her
substance abuse. The third category consisted of

respondents who attended all Hearings. These participants
described the process as being difficult because their

poor choices were made evident.

When asked to describe the contents of their case
plan, participants again provided similar responses that
were grouped into three categories. The first category

included respondents who had no recollection of their
case plan due to their substance abuse. The second

category included participants who recalled only some

aspects of their case plan. Respondents in this category
reported only two requirements. One participant reported

that she was required to "get a job" and "get an
apartment." The second respondent stated that she was
required to "go through drug treatment" and "attend

parenting classes." The third category included
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participants who recalled nearly all aspects of their

case plan. These respondents reported that they were
instructed to participate in a substance abuse program,
random drug testing and parenting classes. They also

reported that they had to secure employment. Two
respondents discussed visitation as a component of their

case plan. One participant reported that visitation was
her most difficult task, as her children did not

understand her absence. Only one participant recalled
counseling as a requirement of her case plan.

Obstacles to Reunification
The respondents were asked what they believed

prevented them from getting their kids back. The

responses to the question were grouped into four
categories; however, all participants cited multiple
barriers that were interrelated. The first category
included an involvement with illicit drugs. Seven of the
eight participants reported substance abuse as the main

factor for their failed reunification. Five of the seven
reported that they needed additional time to recover from
the^r addiction; three revealed that they had increased

their drug usage after their children were removed.
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The second category included respondents who had
been incarcerated as a result of their substance abuse.
This included four out of eight respondents. Each

reported that their parental rights had been terminated

as a direct result of their prison time. One participant

reported that her prison sentence exceeded her six-month
reunification plan. The other three reported that their
incarceration impacted their ability to secure employment
and housing.

The third category included respondents who stated
"myself" as being an obstacle. Four participants reported

that they were responsible for their failed
reunification. One respondent initially reported that the

attitude of her social worker was a barrier; however, she
quickly added that the worker was likely responding to
her own negative attitude.

The fourth category included participants who
reported that they were unable tor effectively cope with
stress. For example, one respondent reported that she

enjoyed the freedom of not having to care for her
children, as she frequently felt overwhelmed as a single

mother. Two participants were grieving the death of their
husbands at the time of their children's removal. They
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also reported that they were experiencing depression,

anxiety and fear. Ultimately, they disclosed that the

substance abuse was a way to cope with their emotions.
Participants were also asked to identify the type of
help that they would have needed to have their children

returned to their care. Respondents cited a number of
needs; their responses to the question were placed into

five categories based on similarity. The first category
included participants who stated that they were in need
of effective substance abuse treatment. The second

category included respondents who reported that they were
in need of reliable support systems. Respondents in the

third category reported a need for "counseling." This
included participants who stated that they lacked "life

skills" and the ability to cope with "everyday problems."
The fourth category included respondents who reported a

need for financial assistance. One participant stated

that she received no child support from the father of her
children. Another reported that her addiction, and

subsequent incarceration, prevented her from obtaining
help from programs such as GAIN. Both respondents

reported a need for job training. The fifth category

included participants who reported a need for stable
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housing. One respondent reported that she had experienced

periods of homelessness. Another reported that she
typically lived "from couch to couch."

Participants were then provided with a question that
elicited their advice for those in charge of the child

welfare system. Responses to the question were grouped

into three categories. First, respondents wanted social
workers to gain a thorough understanding of them as an
individual. They also wanted the worker to know their

families. In essence, they wanted to be viewed as a
person instead of a problem. Second, respondents

suggested that workers be required to have a thorough

understanding of addiction and recovery. This included a
suggestion that parents be provided with residential

treatment facilities that allowed them to reside with
their children. It was also suggested that this be

offered before terminating parental rights. The third
category consisted of preventive measures, particularly

those aimed at teens. For example, suggestions were made

to focus more on community activities, birth control,
abstinence and child abuse prevention.. Another respondent
stated that parenting should require a license.
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The final question posed to respondents was designed
to elicit any additional information that they wanted to

add. Responses were grouped into three categories. The
first category consisted of participants who expressed

gratitude with the social worker on their case. One
respondent reported that the social worker "got beds for
the kids and helped with rent." Another reported that

"In-home parenting classes really helped." The second
category consisted of three respondents who expressed
feelings of guilt at having their children removed. The
third category consisted of respondents who wanted their

current parenting abilities to be known. For example, two

respondents reported that they are currently caring for
their other children, while another reported that she now

sees her children on a regular basis.
Summary
A total of eight African American/Black women

participated in this study. Participants responded to

both closed-ended and open-ended questions that sought to

identify barriers to the reunification process. The
questions included details about the respondents'

involvement with CPS, the respondents' feelings about the
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Court process, details about the respondents' case plan,
and perceived obstacles to reunification. Responses were

then grouped together according to similar themes. The

demographic characteristics of the respondents were also
included in this chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION
Introduction

The purpose of this study was to identify obstacles

that African American parents reported as being a
hindrance to the reunification process. This chapter will
present a discussion of the themes that emerged from
interviews with former CPS clients. Also included will be
the limitations of the study. Finally, the

recommendations for social work practice, policy and

research will be discussed.
Discussion

A number of common themes emerged from the
interviews conducted in this study. Participants reported
that the following obstacles contributed to the failed

reunification of their children:

illicit substances,

(a) an addiction to

(b) incarceration,

(c) self-defeating

behaviors, and (d) a lack of appropriate coping skills.
Similarly, respondents reported that they were in need of
drug treatment, support systems, counseling, financial

assistance and stable housing.
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Addiction
Six of the eight respondents reported that they

struggled with a pervasive addiction which prevented them
from reunifying with their children. For instance, Lynn
disclosed that CPS became involved in her life after her

newborn daughters tested positive for a controlled
substance. "They gave me a chance with both of my
daughters and let me take them home - my mom had

temporary guardianship, but I was out there for so

long..." She went on to explain that she entered "a lot
of in-patient programs" but was unable to maintain

sobriety. Lynn reported that she was eventually able to

conquer her addition; however, she was unable to do so
within the child welfare timelines. As a result, her
parental rights were terminated.
The participants' stories were consistent with

current research. Namely, most families in the child

welfare system have problems related to substance abuse
and recovery can be a long-term process that includes

relapse (Brook & McDonald, 2007) . Unfortunately, there is
often a major discrepancy between the amount of time

needed to overcome an addition and the amount of time

that is granted in the reunification process.
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Incarceration

Four of the eight participants reported that their
incarceration was a major obstacle which prevented them

from reunifying with their child(ren). All four had

convictions that were directly related to the abuse of
illicit substances; and all four reported that their
incarceration prevented them from obtaining employment,

housing and supplemental aid. Joanna reported:

If I tried to kill you, I'd be alright, but because
I have a drug felony, I wasn't eligible for none of

that. When I was sober, I wanted change my life. The

GAIN program - that's help. They give you job
training, they help you get back into school ... they

wouldn't do that for me.

Similar frustrations were expressed by Kamesha. During
her interview, she described how her lack of housing

impacted her job search and her ability to stay current
with Court Hearings.
I was in jail and then I was homeless. When they

mailed me out the forms from Court, everything was
going back. It was rough because of course you have

to get a job. They demand that - but it was hard

getting people to trust you with your record.
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The respondents eventually exceeded the child
welfare timelines for reunification and their parental
rights were subsequently terminated. Such stories are

consistent with the current research. For example, Female
offenders are more likely to be the primary caretaker of
young children (Travis, Solomon, & Waul, 2001).
Unfortunately, they frequently lack the resources needed

to care for their children after being released from
prison. Their situation is often exacerbated as a result

of welfare reform restrictions.
In California, parolees are unable to participate in

Calworks programs. They are also barred from working in a

number of professions. The state has, however, modified
the federal ban on access to some welfare funds. For

example, certain non-violent drug offenders are now able

to receive food stamps. Unfortunately, obtaining housing
is still a major problem. To illustrate, Riverside County
has a "zero tolerance" approach toward criminal behavior

and people with drug convictions are excluded from

receiving housing assistance (Little Hoover Commission,
2004) .
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Self-Defeating Behaviors
During the course of the interviews, six of the

eight participants reported "myself" as being an obstacle
to reunification. For example, Sadie reported, "I may

have given up a little too soon. But knowing that they
were going with my older daughter, it was like 'well I
can do anything I wanna do now.' I gave up." Kathy
disclosed similar feelings, "My mistake was I never went

to Court. I was more or less, like, running scared - and

I had no reason for doing that. I wasn't on any drugs and
I even had a few dollars in my pocket."

According to previous studies, these reactions are
not uncommon, as guilt can cause parents to sabotage

reunification efforts. In their 2006 study on women and

incarceration, Carter, Ojukwi and Miller reported that
such references to self-hindering behaviors were based on

issues such as a lack of self-worth and feelings of
hopelessness. The authors went on to say that, "There is

a tremendous need for these women to be given the

opportunity to heal and recover from their emotional
wounds."
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Coping Skills
Seven of the eight participates reported that they

lacked effective coping skills. Six of those seven

reported that their substance abuse was a way to

alleviate feelings of frustration, anxiety, fear,
depression or guilt. For example, Sadie reported, "CPS

came into my life shortly after my husband died - in
2004. I was under the influence of drugs and it was

something that I didn't want to deal with at the time."
Toward the end of the interview, Sadie disclosed, "I miss

my husband, but he's dead and gone, so...I just take it
one day at a time." In most cases, the respondents' lack

of coping skills was a direct contributor to their
self-defeating behaviors. As such, it was no surprise

that most participants reported a need for counseling and
support systems.

Although some of the findings were consistent with
the researcher's initial assumptions, several responses

were not anticipated. For example, substance abuse and
incarceration were correctly identified by the researcher

as being barriers to reunification; however,
self-defeating behaviors and a lack of appropriate coping

skills were not. Likewise, some of the anticipated
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barriers were not reported by respondents. For instance,
it was believed that worker bias would be identified as
an obstacle to reunification; however, respondents did
not report this as being the case. On the contrary, two

of the eight participants expressed gratitude at the
assistance provided by the social worker.

Issues related to poverty were correctly identified
by the researcher; however, respondents placed a greater

emphasis on the desire for support systems that could
assist them in times of need. Such support systems

included family and friends, as well as programs in the

community that could provide guidance. Participants also
expressed a desire for programs with staff members who

were caring and non-judgmental.

Sampling

The goal of the researcher was to obtain information
from African American parents with a history of CPS

involvement. However, confidentiality prevented the
researcher from locating participants through public
child welfare agencies. As a result, snowball sampling
was utilized. This sampling method required identifying
one or more African American parent who was unable to
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reunify with their child(ren), then asking them to refer

other African American parents with a similar history.
Snowball sampling initially proved to be a daunting

task, as many parents were hesitant to discuss such an

emotional topic. One respondent was referred by a family
member; however, wide-spread interest was generated only
after small non-profits agreed to display flyers for the

study. Respondents appeared to be more receptive to

discussing their experience with CPS when they perceived
that the researcher had no ties with the agency.

Limitations
Several limitations apply to this research project.
The experiences of only eight African American mothers

with a history of CPS involvement were included in the
study. Consequently, issues facing African American

fathers were not explored. As a result of this narrow
sample, findings cannot be generalized to the larger
population of African American families.
One of the main limitations of the data is the

complete reliance upon the subjective perceptions of the
mothers. There was also no way to address parental
accountability. As such, incidents of abuse could have
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been minimized, while self-reported obstacles may have
been exaggerated. Additionally, social desirability bias

may have occurred, as respondents may have wanted to
appear more favorable in the eyes of the researcher.
Another limitation was the use of snowball sampling

to identify respondents. Although the researcher

experienced success with locating participants by
utilizing this method, four of the eight respondents were

located through a single 12-step program. An additional

three were located through a sober living program. As
such, nearly all participants in the study (87.5%) had a

history of substance abuse. According to Brook and
McDonald (2007), 75% of all child placements are a result
of substance abuse. Hence, the study's representation of

substance abusing parents is higher than that of the
general population. Additionally, the aforementioned

programs were both located in the city of San Bernardino,

California. As a result, the findings may not accurately

represent other geographical regions.

Recommendations for Social Work
Practice, Policy and Research
There are several recommendations for social work

practice, policy and research based on this study. For
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example, more research is needed to identify substance

abuse programs that are successfully meeting the needs of
African American clients. Additionally, a variety of

treatment options should be made available to clients.
This includes creating more residential treatment

programs that can accommodate children. Such facilities
would maintain parental bonds, reduce issues related to
multiple placements, and allow clients to enhance their

parenting skills in a supervised environment. Research is
also needed to develop and expand successful re-entry

programs for parents with a history of incarceration.
This would prepare parolees for life outside of prison
and facilitate the reunification process.

Parents who are struggling with an addiction are in
need of effective counseling and support systems. As
such, alternatives to individual therapy should be

explored. Particularly for individuals who are resistant

to traditional mental health service providers. For
instance, culturally relevant self-help and mutual aid

groups would likely benefit African American parents.
Such groups would provide parents with a variety of

coping skills. They would also build upon pre-existing
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cultural values such as interdependence, group solidarity
and religious faith.

In terms of policy, distinctions in the law should
be made between violent and non-violent offenders. As

such, social workers should advocate for a revision in

welfare reform laws. This would facilitate treatment for
parents struggling with addiction. It would also provide

rehabilitated parents with the resources to care for
their children.
Conclusions

This study identified self-reported obstacles of
African American women who were unable to reunify with
their children, after being involved with the child

welfare system. Participants reported that substance
abuse, incarceration, self-defeating behaviors, and a

lack of appropriate coping skills were barriers that

prevented reunification. Because many of these issues are

interrelated, systems theory and ecological theory are
the major theoretical perspectives guiding this study.

Additional research is needed to identify substance abuse
programs that have experienced success with African

American clients. At the same time, a number of existing
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laws should be modified. For instance, distinctions

between violent and non-violent offenders should be made.
Furthermore, policies that exclude individuals with a

drug felony should be reconsidered and reviewed on a case
by case basis. This would allow rehabilitated parents to

qualify for more employment and housing opportunities.

It

would also provide parolees with the resources to care

for their children. Such actions would facilitate the
reunification process and reduce disparities in the child

welfare system.
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APPENDIX A
QUESTIONNAIRE
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Interview Schedule

Demographics

1. How would you describe yourself?
a. Race/ethnicity?
b. Sex/gender?
c. Age?
2. Where were you born and raised?
a. Where do you live now?
b. How long have you lived there?
i. What is your neighborhood like?
3. Do you have any kids living with you now?
a. Boys?
b. Girls?

Involvement With Child Protective Services (CPS)
4. When did CPS become involved in your life?
a. How long ago?
5. What county was the agency located in?
6. What was the reason that CPS gave for removing your kids? Neglect,
physical abuse, sexual abuse or emotional abuse?
How old were your kids at the time?
7. What was the Court process like for you?
8. What do you remember about your case plan?
What were you asked to do to get your kids back?
Obstacles to Reunification

9. What do you think prevented you from getting your kids back?
10. What kind of help do you think you would have needed for things to have
turned out differently?
11. What advice would you give to the people in charge of the child welfare
system?
12. Is there anything else that you would like to add?
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APPENDIX B
INFORMED CONSENT
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Informed Consent

The study in which you are being asked to participate is designed to identify
some of the obstacles that prevent African American families from reunifying with
their children. The study is being conducted by Deena Saunders-Green, a student in
the Master of Social Work program at California State University, San Bernardino
(CSUSB). Ms. Saunders-Green is under the supervision of Ms. Laurel Brown, MSW,
adjunct faculty member at CSUSB. This study has been approved by the Department
of Social Work Subcommittee of the Institutional Review Board, California State
University, San Bernardino.
In this study, you will be asked to answer questions about the barriers that
prevented you from reunifying with your children. The interview should take about 45
minutes to complete. All of your responses will be held in the strictest of confidence
by the researcher. Your name will not be reported with your responses. You may
receive the results of this study upon completion after September 2009 at the Pfau
Library at California State University, San Bernardino.

Your participation in this study is totally voluntary. You are free not to answer
any questions and withdraw at any time during this study without coercion or penalty.
There are no direct benefits for participants; however, possible benefits of the study
include helping future families reunify with children in the child welfare system.
There are no foreseeable risks to participating in the study.
If you have any questions or concerns about this study, please feel free to
contact, Laurel Brown, at (909) 537-3838.

By placing a check mark in the box, I acknowledge that I have been informed
of, and that I understand, the nature and purpose of this study, and I freely consent to
participate. I also acknowledge that I am at least 18 years of age.

Today’s Date:

Place a check mark here
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DEBRIEFING STATEMENT
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Debriefing Statement
Thank you for participating in this study conducted by Deena Saunders-Green,
MSW student. The purpose of this study is to identify problems that African American
families report as being barriers to their reunification efforts. It is hoped that the
results of this study will contribute to a better understanding of why African American
children are disproportionately represented in the child welfare system.

The research data will be collected through interviews such as the one you
have completed. All information collected will be kept confidential. The results of this
study will be available in the California State University, San Bernardino Pfau Library
by September of 2009.
There are no foreseeable risks to participating in the study; however, minor
discomfort may be experienced as a result of the questions asked during the interview.
If you feel that you are experiencing distress as a result of participating in this study,
please contact a mental health agency for assistance.

Riverside County: 1-800-706-7500
San Bernardino County: 1-888-743-1481
Los Angeles County: 1-800-854-7771
Orange County: 1-714-834-6900
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this research project, please
contact my faculty supervisor, Laurel Brown, MSW at the CSUSB Department of
Social Work at (909) 537-3838.

Thank you again for your participation in this research project.

62

APPENDIX D

FLYER

63

Have you had personal experience with CPS?

We want to hear your story.
We are looking for African-American parents ...
> with a history of CPS involvement in Southern California
> whose children were not returned

> whose children were placed into foster care, a group home, with relatives
or adopted out
To participate in this confidential study, please contact

Decna Saunders-Green
(951) 312-5068
TheG reenhousc365@ yahoo.com

^Participants will receive a S20 gift card as compensation for their time’5’**
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Time For Change Foundation
P.O. Box 5753 • San Bernardino, CA • 92412
Bus: (909) 886-2994 • Fax: (909) 886-0218

“Helping Women Today, Help Themselves Tomorrow”

[I oiirtl Membcri

John Futch
Aru's Gilbert
Ellen Timo thy Ph.d
Marianne Milligan, Esq.
EulieWalker
MichelleFrceman
Kim Carter, Founder/ Executive Director

March 12,2009

To Whom It May Concern:

My name is Kim Carter and I am the Executive Director at Time For Change Foundation. I am
writing regarding the research project “Self- Reported Obstacles Among African American
Families Who Fail to Reunify” proposed by MS W candidate Deena L. Saunders-Green.
We at Time For Change Foundation fully support and endorse Ms. Saunders-Green in her
research proposal. As you may know, Time For Change Foundation’s mission is to provide
essential resources through our program and services to women desiring to change the course of
their lives by transitioning from homelessness and recidivism. We are concerned about the many
disparities that exist in the Black community; we look forward to viewing the results of her
research and any solutions that may come from it.
Should you have further questions or concerns, please contact me at (909) 886-2994.

Sincerely,

Kim Carter
Founder and Executive Director
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