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This is an exciting time for child wel-

fare in Florida. Over the past two

years, the number of children in out

of home care has decreased by over

25%. A record number of adoptions

were completed during 2007-2008

and we are on track to surpass that

mark this year. Florida continues to

be the only state in the country that

has a full Title IV-E waiver, which has

provides unprecedented flexibility in

the use of funds for services that had

been previously limited to out of

home care related costs. There have

been also changes to the Depart-

ment’s Quality Assurance Model,

statewide training system and the de-

sign and implementation of Chil-

dren’s Legal Services to increase the

focus and emphasis on practice. Yet,

even with this progress and systemic

changes, more work needs to be

done. Recent results from the Fed-

eral Child and Family Service Review

highlight the continued need to better

partner with our families and more ef-

fectively implement a practice model

that is consistent with a family cen-

tered approach to services. As such,

the Department, in partnership with

community-based care providers,

Sheriff’s Offices, and other stake-

holders, as well as experts in field of

child welfare, is developing a Family

Centered Practice Model for child 

welfare services in Florida. 

Not surprisingly, these changes have 

generated much discussion about

what is, and what is not, Family Cen-

tered Practice. Although this a com-

mon topic of conversation on the

frontline, the responses to the ques-

tion, “What does family centered

practice mean to you and me?” often

vary widely. Some might say that that

it is simply being respectful to fami-

lies. Others define it as working

closely to establish partnerships and

effective relationships with families.

Many share that it includes bringing

families to the table in the case plan-

ning process.  People say it requires

building on a family’s strengths to ad-

dress their individual needs. Although

all of these responses are part of

being Family-Centered, what exactly

is Family Centered Practice?

What is Family Centered Practice?

Family-Centered Practice is a way of

working with families, both formally

and informally, across service sys-

tems to enhance the capacity of a

family to care for and protect their

children.

Family Centered Practice is an re-

search-based approach towards

child welfare that believes that most

families, when properly assisted, can

care for their children successfully.

Family Centered Practice believes

that a child’s needs are usually best

met within usually best met within 

Family Centered Practice

We’d love articles from you! 

Please submit your agency

news, information, kudos, and

strategies for improving out-

comes to be featured in future

Bulletins. Thanks!

By Matthew Claps, Family Safety Program Office, Chief of Policy and Training 

and Patty Brink, University of South Florida, Training Consortium
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the family and community, and that by working with

families in this context, there is a higher probability that

the best possible outcomes for children will be

achieved. Family-centered

practice recognizes the

strengths of family relation-

ships and builds on these

strengths to achieve optimal

outcomes for children and fam-

ilies. Family-centered practice

recognizes that children need

to be with their families, and in

the event of separation from

their families,  the child and

family’s team works diligently

to either reunify the child with family, or if this cannot be

safely accomplished, the swift pursuit of other perma-

nency options. 

At its foundation, there are several core values and

guiding principles of a family-centered practice model.

These include: 

• Children should, first and foremost, be protected from

abuse and neglect

• Every child and family has intrinsic worth and value

• A child’s home should be safe, stable and permanent

• Children should live with their families, and when that

cannot be safely achieved through supports and serv-

ices, children should live near their home, maintaining

family connections, and in particular, sibling relation-

ships, while also preserving their cultural heritage

• A child should achieve success in school, and their

medical, emotional, behavioral, developmental and ed-

ucational needs should be met

• Families, and their individual members, are more likely

to resolve issues of concern by involving them in the

change process and building on their strengths. 

Doing family centered practice requires that our ap-

proach to working with children and families is guided

by a number of basic principles. These include: 

• Child safety must always be promoted, while also ac-

tively assisting the preservation of families and family

connections 

• The first and greatest investment of resources should

be made in the care and support of children in their own

homes 

• Every child deserves to live in a family that provides

basic safety, nurturing and a commitment to permanent

care-giving. 

• The cultural and ethnic roots of the child and family

are a valuable part of their identity that must be under-

stood and embraced in service delivery

• Children’s need for safe and per-

manent family can be met by pro-

viding appropriate and adequate

resources in a timely and effective

manner 

• Services should be identified and

developed with the family and indi-

vidualized team. They should be

delivered in an individualized plan

and should be provided in a timely,

effective and well coordinated

manner.

• Interventions into the life of a child and family should

offer as much support as necessary to achieve goals,

and no more 

If practice is the individual, case-based problem solving

activities intended to achieve specific results for a child

and family, and family-centered practice requires that:

• Parents and families as a whole are to be respected;

their life stories should be valued; and they are the cen-

ter of focus in the change process when it is safe to do

so;

• Demonstrating through actions that all families have

strengths. Our services should build on those strengths;

and our focus should not only be on the child and fam-

ily’s needs; 

• As we address needs through formal and informal

supports and services, we must also take into account

what issues may be underlying those needs. 

• Families are to be included in the planning and deliv-

ery of services. We should promote families taking an

active role in identifying needs and developing a service

plan; 

• Services must be individualized and flexible. Service

needs are determined by each family's goals and are

intended to be a vehicle to achieve mutually determined

outcomes; 

• The child and family’s team should include the right

people and be functioning well 

Continued on Page 3
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Why now?

The concept of Family Centered Practice in child wel-

fare is not a new idea. However, many child welfare

systems have historically taken a more traditional, child

focused, approach to services. These child focused ap-

proaches were intended to protect, care for, and plan

for children who were victims of abuse and neglect. Of-

tentimes, this was achieved through separating children

from their parents because of the abuse, neglect or

abandonment concerns, or offering limited, supervised

visitation between a parent and their child. Children

were seen as victims, and parents as bad or incompe-

tent. Accordingly, efforts focused on treating the child

and teaching or correcting the parents. Parents may

have been given conditions that have to be met before

being reunited with their children. These conditions

might have included getting a job, cleaning up their liv-

ing environment, learning better parenting skills, or en-

gaging in counseling to solve the problems that were

thought to cause them to be abusive or neglectful. If

parents were unsuccessful, they may have been la-

beled as "unmotivated," "resistant," and "in denial" or

refusing to "assume responsibility” for their problems. 

This intervention approach can be successful, but may

also lead to increases in the number of children enter-

ing into out of home care, who may have otherwise

been able to have been successfully maintained in their

own homes with appropriate supports and services. In

light of the growing body or research linking entry into

foster care with poor life outcomes, such as involve-

ment in the delinquency or correctional system, inability

to complete school or teenage pregnancy, as well as,

emotional or behavioral difficulties, adopting a family-

centered approach is potentially more beneficial for our

children and families. Simply put, although we recog-

nize the risk of allowing a child to remain with their fam-

ily following an incident of abuse and neglect, we must

also recognize that our decision to remove that child

from their family also raises risks for that child. In other

words, family centered practice does not say, “do not

remove children,” but rather, “what can we do to support

this child and family so as to ensure safety, meet need

and maintain this family in tact.”  But, if a child should

be removed from their family, we must also find that

child a safe, stable and permanent home where they’re

well being needs are met, either with family, or other

option. 

In Summary

Moving towards a family centered perspective shifts the

way our child welfare community thinks about what is

the most beneficial and effective approach for working

with our  children and families. For some, Family Cen-

tered Practice may require a fundamental change in

how they work with families. For others, it simply rein-

forces the approach they may have always taken. Child

welfare professionals should learn from our families

while we also support and help them.  We should part-

ner with our children and families in our community to

build the best life possible for that  child and family. In

the end, it’s what we do. 

Are you Family Centered?

For more information, please contact Mathew Claps at:

Matthew_Claps@dcf.state.fl.us 

Family Centered Practice
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By Jovasha K. Lang, MSW

Office of Court Improvement

The  American Bar Association Bar-Youth Empower-

ment Project, in partnership with Florida’s Children First

and the Florida Court Improvement Program, has de-

veloped “Hearing Your Voice: A Guide to Your Depend-

ency Court Case.” The guide is designed to help youth

understand the dependency court process, navigate

through it, and empower them to be involved. The guide

was developed for youth placed in out-of- home care

who are 13 to 18 years old.

The guide is designed to answer the questions that

linger in a youth’s mind, such as when will I get to see

my parents? And will I be able to visit my siblings?

Youth will find the guide user friendly, as it incorporates

frequently used court terminology and definitions that

are easy to understand while providing examples when

appropriate. The guide is portable and is designed to

accompany the youth to court and other case related

meetings. The youth guide outlines the dependency

process while providing detailed information regarding

what should occur at each stage in the court proceed-

ings.

The Office of Court Improvement, a unit within the

Florida Office of the State Courts Administrator has dis-

tributed numerous copies of the guide to local commu-

nity based care agencies, the Florida Department of 

Children and Families and the guardian ad litem pro-

grams. The guide is also available on-line at

www.flcourts.org.

To request additional copies or for more  information

about this guide or other available guides for under-

standing court, please contact Jovasha Lang at (850)

617-4003 or langj@flcourts.org.

Hearing your Voice:  A Guide to Your Dependency Court Case

Adoption Tax Credit for Adoptive Families

By Kathleen Waters, Office of Family Safety

The new federal legislation, “Fostering Connec-

tions to Success and Increasing Adoption Act of 2008”,

was enacted on October 10, 2008.  This significant and

important legislation includes a requirement for adop-

tion staff to inform and encourage adoptive families to 

take advantage of the federal Adop-

tion Tax Credit.  This article will pro-

vide staff with a brief overview and

explanation that can be included in

your discussions with adoptive fami-

lies.

Adoption staff are required,

during the home study process, pre-

placement process and/or post-

placement supervision, to explain the basics of the

federal Adoption Tax Credit.  Basically, each adoptive

family may be eligible to take a tax credit for qualifying

expenses paid to adopt an eligible child (including a

special needs child).  The adoption credit is an amount

subtracted from your tax liability and is for expenses

paid prior to or in the current year that the adoption be-

came final.  The adoption credit is not available for any

reimbursed expenses.  In addition to the credit, certain

amounts paid by an employer for qualifying expenses

may be excludable from the family’s gross income.  For

both the credit and the exclusion, qualifying expenses

include reasonable and necessary adoption fees, court

costs, attorney fees, traveling expenses (including

amounts spent for meals and lodging while away from

home) and other expenses directly re-

lated to and for which the principal pur-

pose is the legal adoption of an eligible

child.

Please refer adoptive families to

the Internal Revenue’s website at

www.irs.gov. From this website, the

form to be completed and included in

their tax return and the instructions for

completion of the form can be printed.

The form is titled Qualified Adoption Expenses and it is

number 8839.  The instructions are listed under the

same form number.  For more detailed information

about this important tax credit for adoptive families,

please refer your families to a tax advisor.   

For more information, please contact Kathleen Waters

at: Kathleen_Waters@dcf.state.fl.us or 850-922-5055.
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Web Resources for Child Welfare Professionals

Where do you go in our line of work when you need

fast, accurate information in order to complete a task?

A co-worker?  A supervisor?  A dog-eared resource

guide gathering dust on a shelf in the office?  Google?

How’s that working out?  What if somebody told you

there was a “one-stop shop” where you could find

everything from acronyms to adoption Frequently

Asked Questions, calendars of events to county-by-

county contacts, legal forms to live web-based train-

ings, statewide resources to school schedules, and

more?  Well, there is, and it’s all at one website:

www.centerforchildwelfare.org. If you’ve never been

there, or haven’t been in a while, you owe it to yourself

to check it out and add it

to your Favorites.  

Florida's Center for the

Advancement of Child

Welfare Practice (The

Center) was established

to provide information

and support to Florida’s

professional child welfare

stakeholders, with fund-

ing provided through a

contract with the Depart-

ment of Children and

Families. Our mission is

to support and facilitate

the identification, expansion and transfer of expert

knowledge and best practices in child welfare case

practice, direct services, management, finance, policy

and organizational development to child welfare and

child protection stakeholders throughout Florida.  Op-

erating within the University of South Florida’s College

of Behavioral and Community Sciences at the Louis de

la Parte Florida Mental Health Institute (FMHI), the Cen-

ter serves child protective investigation professionals,

child welfare legal services, community–based care

agencies and others.

Our staff works daily to research and post to our portal

the most timely and relevant information for your needs,

and we also expeditiously answer your questions be-

fore archiving them with other FAQs on the Knowledge

Library page.  When not in the office, we are out and

about through the state, producing live web-based

events, taping trainings and conferences and providing

consultancy and training on such topics as the Center,

FSFN, etc.  

We like to think that the site is user-friendly, but we’re

always eager to receive your suggestions for improve-

ment.  The home page is designed for easy access,

with colorful banners that lead you to popular subjects,

regularly updated scrolling information and announce-

ments of recent and upcoming trainings and confer-

ences.   The biggest banner on the home page takes

the user to the Knowledge Library, where a wealth of

information is logically categorized for your conven-

ience.  Depending on your particular area, you might

even want to make some of the individual pages within

these categories (Independent Living, Children’s Legal

Services, Trainers’ Corner) your personal home page!

(Simply select the drop-

down “Tools” menu, se-

lect “Internet Options”

and click on the “Use

Current” button under

the Home Page sec-

tion.)  Also included on

the Knowledge Library

page are a number of

video demos to help

show you how to suc-

cessfully navigate the

site.  

It is generally accepted

that child welfare is one

of the most challenging professional careers, but it’s

also true that the regular exchange of information within

this community improves the caliber of our work, builds

solidarity and pride among peers and raises the state

of the profession’s art via best practice implementation.

Some of the user-controlled features available to this

end include Microsoft Live Meeting, community forums

and discussion boards and unlimited workgroup fold-

ers.

So whether you’re looking for strategies to engage our

families, want to brush up on current literature dealing

with topics such as mental health, substance abuse, do-

mestic violence, special education or developmental

disabilities, need to quickly reference statute, code or

policy or simply want to watch a recent training on in-

novative approaches to service delivery, the Center has

the tools you need to “get the job done” – all from the

convenience of your computer.  Is technology a won-

derful thing, or what?

By Pam Menendez, Florida's Center for the  Avancement of Child Welfare Practice
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National Parent Leadership Month occurs in February

each year.  Created by Parents Anonymous® Inc. in

2004, this major initiative includes activities to recog-

nize, honor and celebrate parents for their leadership

roles in their homes and communities. National Par-

ent Leadership Month also highlights and embraces

the many opportunities available for parents, profes-

sionals, policymakers and other community members

to engage in partnerships with the goal of building and

supporting strong, safe families. 

National Parent Leadership Month is about celebrat-

ing parents in your community who go that extra mile,

who know how to use community resources to

strengthen their families, serves in any capacity as a

parent, and acts or speaks from his/her perspective

as a parent.  So exactly what is Parent leadership?

Parent leadership is a strength-based approach to

family support that is founded on the belief that par-

ents are knowledgeable about their families and com-

munities and can provide valuable insight into

programmatic and community changes to benefit chil-

dren and families.  

Developing parent leadership is a progressive

process.  Parents may find themselves at different

stages at different times. Parent involvement, aware-

ness, and acceptance of responsibility begin when a

parent enters a program. Parent involvement

strengthens families and improves outcomes for chil-

dren. As parents learn and practice new skills, they

gain a sense of empowerment.  The positive self-con-

cept developed through empowerment may help indi-

viduals manage stress, maintain high self-esteem,

feel in control of their lives or improve their sense of

competence in parenting.

A parent leader is someone who represents the needs

and perspectives of parents without speaking or act-

ing in a staff role for an organization or institution.

Parent leaders are parents who have addressed the

challenges of parenting, gained the knowledge and

skills to function in meaningful leadership roles and 

serve as a “parent voice” to help shape the direction

of

their families, programs and communities.  Parent

leaders can be a grandparent, foster parent or anyone

else in a parenting role.  They can be in any occupa-

tion and encompass a wide variety of demographic

characteristics.  

To understand parent leadership, it is important to un-

derstand the principles and benefits of shared leader-

ship.  Shared leadership involves a true partnership

between parents and staff members who share re-

sponsibility for the process and outcomes of a group

or team.  Different members of the group carry out

specific leadership roles at different times. 

The role of a parent leader is constantly evolving.

Leadership roles can begin within a program, such as

a parent support group, and evolve, with nurturing,

support, and training, into leadership roles within the

organization and the community.  A parent leader may

eventually advocate for systemic change on behalf of

children and families.  

There are different strategies for engaging parent

leaders.  Some parents may volunteer to become a

parent leader as their way of giving back to a program

that supported them during their time of need.  Some

parents may also feel compelled to help other parents

overcome challenges similar to their own.  Another

strategy is to ask for volunteers to take on certain

roles and allow them to step forward, or to have the

group elect someone for the leadership role.  Some-

times parents need to be asked to take a leadership

role.  Some parents may not see themselves as a

leader until someone else does.

Continued on Page 7

By Christie Ferris, Director, Prevent Child Abuse Florida and Johana P. Hatcher, Family Safety Prevention Manager
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Continued from Page 6

For both parents and providers to receive the optimal

benefits of parent leadership, parents must receive

ongoing nurturing, support and training. Several or-

ganizations conduct training on parent leadership in

the family support field.  Providers will also need to

develop clear goals and objectives of what and how

they would like parents to be involved in their pro-

grams or agency.  

Regardless of background, parent leaders are essen-

tial in helping to make institutions that serve children

more responsive to their needs. Parent leadership is

successful when parents and staff work together to

make decisions that affect families and communities,

sharing responsibility, expertise and leadership. Par-

ent leadership begins when organizations support

parents’ development of leadership skills and elimi-

nate barriers to active parent participation in organiza-

tion dialogue. 

Florida’s future depends on its most precious re-

source, our children.  They are the ones who will take

on future leadership roles and write the new chapters

in the continuing narrative of our state’s history.

Therefore, our kids need and deserve parental leader-

ship that will mold them into responsible adults com-

mitted to our democratic ideals.  

For additional information regarding parent leader-

ship, please refer to the following website

http://www.friendsnrc.org/download/parent_leader_ch

eck.pdf and http://www.friendsnrc.org/download/par-

ent_leader_check.pdf

The notifications listed below were submitted from the

Office of Family Safety to the Regional Directors dur-

ing December 2008.  These notifications can be found

on the Network drive in the PDFS Resource Manage-

ment subfolder entitled “2008 Memos Sent to

RDs_CAs_CBCs_SOs”.  Please note that notifica-

tions with attachments are divided into folders by the

month in which they were submitted.

These notifications can also be found on the

DCF Document Repository website, at

http://eww.dcf.state.fl.us/~fsp/newpages/repository/re

pository.shtml#fshead  under the Office of Family

Safety, along with information posted by other offices.  

Please note that in addition to the following

policy memos, a wealth of other information is also

available to everyone in the Knowledge Library of the

Center for the Advancement of Child Welfare, located

at: http://centerforchildwelfare.fmhi.usf.edu/

December 10, 2008

Criteria for Reviewing Region Quality Improvement

Plans 

December 11, 2008 

Medicaid for Children Placed in Non Licensed Facili-

ties

December 17, 2008 

Child Welfare Professional Development Series - Jan

2009 Registration Info

December 18, 2008 

2009 Legislative Proposals

December 18, 2008 

Access to Child Support Enforcement Screens in

FLORIDA

December 18, 2008 

Updated - Notice of Administrative Rule Development

December 18, 2008 

Updated Administrative Rule Development Plans

December 18, 2008 

Child Welfare Leadership Program Kick Off

December 18, 2008 

Child Welfare Leadership Program Kick Off

December 31, 2008 

Draft Administrative Rule Revisions for January Public

Workshops

December Memos
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