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For the last two years, an unlikely alliance of attorneys, social workers

and parents has been quietly navigating the bewildering labyrinth of

the child-welfare system, working to speed up cases and, hopefully, pull

families back together.

This triad, formally called team-based representation, has been slowly

expanding in Maricopa County since late 2019. It’s similar to programs

in other states with longer track records – records which show the

programs are a boon for families.

The idea is simple, if not obvious.

When the state takes a child into its custody due to allegations of

neglect or abuse, the parents are entitled to an attorney. There are

numerous steps the parents must take to get their kids back: regular

supervised visits, meetings with the Department of Child Safety, court

dates, completing an array of services, many of which the parents are

expected to sign up for themselves.

Many of these steps are not in the typical skill set of an attorney. But

they’re a perfect Mt for social workers, who are familiar with the

meetings and counseling needed to comply with court requirements, as

well as where to Mnd those mandatory services.

Social workers are ideal “language translators” for the child-welfare

world, said Shannon Burns, director of the OQce of the Public Advocate

in Maricopa County. Her oQce provides attorneys for parents.

The attorney-social worker alliance is aided by a growing corps of

parent peer navigators. These are people who have been through the

child-welfare system and got their kids back. They provide the “been

there, done that” experience that shows it is possible to reunify the

family.

“It’s like having a really good best friend,” Stephanie Brownson said of

the role of the parent navigator.

Brownson had a navigator when she was working through the process

to get her kids back, and says it made all the diUerence.

“I immediately trusted Lindsey because she went through it,” Brownson

said of Lindsey Shine, one of the early parent support staUers.
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Now, Brownson herself has joined the ranks of parent peer supports,

having recently Mnished a one-year program under the direction of the

Family Involvement Center, a nonproMt that has been working to

improve support for families in the child-welfare system, as well as

working to strengthen families through counseling and other programs

so they don’t enter the system.

The Center for Child Well Being at Arizona State University is studying

the program, focusing on what peer parent navigators bring to team-

based representation, how parents in a DCS case view them and

tracking outcomes for those parents. A Mnal report is due later this

month.

Experience in other states has shown that by increasing support for

parents in child-welfare cases, the likelihood of reuniting the family

increases, and cases resolve more quickly than if a parent is

represented only by an attorney.

Karin Kline, who pioneered the parent peer navigator program through

the Family Involvement Center, said she’s hopeful the report will show

similar results in Arizona.

Programs that help parents in the high-stress and emotionally charged

atmosphere of child welfare are needed now more than ever, Kline said.

She pointed to a study released last summer that found Maricopa
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“In terms of that number of parental rights that are terminated, we need

more programs like this to help their chances just a little,” Kline said of

parents.

The program has impressed the presiding judge of the Maricopa County

Juvenile Court, where DCS cases are heard. 

“it’s a really great development and it’s increased the ability of parents

to navigate the system,” Judge Joseph Kreamer said.

Federal dollars make teams possible

The emergence of team-based representation in Arizona’s largest

county has been fueled by a change in federal rules, as well as a federal

grant.

OQcials at the Children’s Bureau, a division of the U.S. Department of

Health and Human Services, in late 2018 allowed money it sends to the

states for support of foster care and adoptions to also be used to cover

administrative costs for parent representation. Maricopa County has

been using those dollars to expand its attorney services to employ

contract social workers. Currently, 26 social workers are on contract; 11

are regularly used by attorneys.

Meanwhile, at the Family Involvement Center, Kline secured federal

behavioral-health funding in a four-year grant to launch a formal peer

navigator program. Participants must complete 24 credit hours in a

social work program at Mesa Community College and serve an

apprenticeship before being deployed to help parents.

The initial program drew nearly 100 applicants; 15 were accepted into

the program and 10 graduated in October. Another class started in

August, and applications for the August 2022 class will open next

month.

Tapping hard-to-?nd resources

Teaming up attorneys with social workers and parent navigators is not a

natural alliance. But it’s also not a new idea, said Burns of the public

advocate oQce. Programs in New York City, Philadelphia and

Washington state have long used a team approach, and the results have

shown better outcomes for parents compared to those who don’t get the

beneMt of a multi-disciplinary team, she said.

Attorneys were initially skeptical, but many have warmed to the

program, Burns said. There is no requirement to work with a social

worker; it's at the attorney's discretion, Burns said. Currently, up to 15

social workers are involved in cases with various attorneys.

Seth Draper said he didn’t expect social workers would make much of a

diUerence. Aeer working with them on several cases, he’s sold on the

value of team representation.

The social workers, he said, provide another set of eyes and can vouch

for the parent. Attorneys are required to stand up for their client, but

social workers are under no obligation to do so, he said.

“I think the judges feel more comfortable having someone there who is

a little more independent,” he said.

Most of the social workers who independently contract with Burns’

oQce are former DCS case managers. That’s a beneMt, said attorney

Nidhi Naik, because they’re familiar with the array of services DCS

oUers and that parents must complete as part of their case.

“There are hundreds of obscure services DCS has that may not get used

a lot,” Naik said. The social workers know how to Mnd these programs

and how to get a parent enrolled, she said. That speeds up a case,

because in other circumstances, parents are oeen on their own to Mnd

such help.

Naik estimates she’s handled a dozen or so cases using team-based

representation. Only one did not result in reuniMcation.

Attorney William Cawthorn said that in addition to the expertise he’s

seen social workers bring to a case, parent peer navigators can help

keep a distraught parent on track.

“It’s a lot being thrown at these parents, very, very quickly,” he said. “To

be paired up with someone who has fought and made it through is very

encouraging.”

Cutting through red tape

Danielle Delgado and Jennifer Patterson are two of the pioneering social

workers in the Maricopa County program. Both are former DCS case

managers, and both say that experience is paying oU in their new roles.

They have stories of cases that were on a track to sever the parents’

rights and adopt out the children, only to be turned around once the

parents got the beneMt of a team.

Patterson was assigned to a case days before a trial to consider

guardianship for the children was set to begin. It could have removed

the children from their parents' care. But in less than six months, the

case was dismissed; the judge ruled the children were to remain with

their parents.

“We were able to help with housing, with food-box resources,” Patterson

said.

Those are the kinds of services DCS case managers are expected to oUer

to families, but due to busy caseloads that oeen doesn’t happen or there

is no follow through, Patterson and Delgado said.

Delgado said social workers can help cut through the red tape involved

with many court-ordered services because they have an understanding

of the system, something a stressed-out parent lacks. She urges her

clients to take the initiative and sign up for services, such as

counseling, parenting classes and regular drug testing.

“I tell them, 'You want to do anything and everything you can do to

show the judge you’re serious,' ” she said.

The two oeen attend the meetings DCS convenes to check on the

progress of a case. At Mrst, they said, DCS staUers were wary, but as the

team-based approach has grown, barriers are falling.

Reducing time in foster care

Burns said the public advocate’s oQce has had 180 cases using the

team-based approach since early 2020. Of those, 59 cases have closed

(cases typically can last 18-24 months) and 64% ended with the family

reuniMed. Another 24% resulted in the parents’ rights being terminated,

and the remainder were a mix of legal guardianships for the children or

placements that allowed the parents access to their children.

“The majority of these parents are parents who don’t have their act

together,” Burns said, explaining many are struggling with the eUects of

domestic abuse, substance abuse and other traumas. That’s where a

team can help: The social workers know ways to speed up access to

services that can help with those issues and can advocate for the

parent; the navigators provide emotional and moral support.

“We don’t need so many kids removed, we don’t need so many kids in

foster care,” Burns said.

Kristy Dupree was one of those parents whose children were in foster

care. All four kids are home now, aeer 14 months away from her.

Dupree, one of the new parent peer navigators, said she could have

used a navigator of her own while working through her issues.

“They could have at least kept me more calm," she said. "I was kind of

running though it with my eyes closed at 100 mph. It deMnitely would

have helped."

Dupree said she hopes to share the importance of determination for

parents working to regain custody of their children.

"I knew this wasn’t what I was going to settle for. I knew my kids were

worth more than my drug addiction," she said.

"I knew whatever I was going through, I had to change my life. I didn’t

want to feel like that anymore —desperate, in the dark."

Carrie Bonifacio knows those feelings of desperation from her own

experience of losing her kids.

"This sucked," she said. "It was hard."

Now, like Dupree, she is leaning on her experience to help others as a

parent peer navigator.

"How fulMlling is that for a career?" she asked. "I'm going to bloom

lowers out of this manure and help other people."

Reach the reporter at maryjo.pitzl@arizonarepublic.com

maryjo.pitzl@arizonarepublic.com

maryjo.pitzl@arizonarepublic.com

maryjo.pitzl@arizonarepublic.com

maryjo.pitzl@arizonarepublic.com

maryjo.pitzl@arizonarepublic.com

maryjo.pitzl@arizonarepublic.commaryjo.pitzl@arizonarepublic.com and follow her

on Twitter @maryjpitzl

@maryjpitzl

@maryjpitzl

@maryjpitzl

@maryjpitzl

@maryjpitzl

@maryjpitzl@maryjpitzl.

  

More Kids in Crisis Stories

Read the full article

Read the full article

Read the full article

Help · Terms of Service · Your California Privacy Rights/Privacy Policy · Privacy Policy · Site Map · Accessibility · Our Ethical Principles · Manage Cookies

© Copyright Gannett 2022

Show Caption

Advertisement - continue reading below

How would you rate your overall satisfaction with this
website?

Very Satisfied Somewhat Satisfied

Neither Satisfied nor
Dissatisfied Somewhat Dissatisfied

Very Dissatisfied

About this survey

Stephanie Brownson smiles while speaking about her own reuniRcation
experience outside the Family Involvement Center in Phoenix on Dec. 21,
2021.  
MONICA D. SPENCER/THE REPUBLIC

Advertisement

Advertisement

Advertisement

Advertisement

READ MORE

Subscriber exclusives

10 unique pasta dishes in metro Phoenix to try

Here is the only election integrity bill Arizona

needs

Arizona expands emergency substitute teacher

program

This food truck park will shut down March 1.

Here's why

Advertisement

In The System

How to adopt a child or become a

foster parent. And if you can’t

make that commitment, there are

other roles you can play.

Step up

Volunteer

When time is the greatest

resource. Here are other ways you

can help a child.

Get involved

Show Your
Commitment

A Child Abuse Prevention license

plate supports efforts to protect

kids in Arizona.

Get the License Plate

Arizonans raising relatives' kids
may see boost in aid

Phoenix-area kids face higher
risk of foster care

3-year-old missing out of
Tennessee found safe

FOR SUBSCRIBERS

'Like having a really good friend': Program aims to reunify
families in DCS cases

Home Local Sports Things to Do Nation Now Business Travel & Explore Politics Opinion Investigations E-Edition Hi, Dawn

https://www.azcentral.com/child-welfare
https://www.azcentral.com/child-welfare
https://www.azcentral.com/child-welfare/take-action
https://www.azcentral.com/child-welfare/about
https://www.azcentral.com/staff/2646647001/mary-jo-pitzl/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-child-welfare/2019/06/09/child-welfare-system-took-kids-away-arizona-parents-who-got-their-kids-back-pay-forward/3061087002/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-child-welfare/2021/11/30/phoenix-area-children-face-highest-risk-foster-care-dcs/6381564001/
mailto:maryjo.pitzl@arizonarepublic.com
https://twitter.com/maryjpitzl?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor
https://www.facebook.com/dialog/feed?app_id=115142145268769&redirect_uri=https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-child-welfare/2022/01/09/maricopa-county-hopes-cut-length-child-welfare-cases-reunify-families/8975984002/&link=https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-child-welfare/2022/01/09/maricopa-county-hopes-cut-length-child-welfare-cases-reunify-families/8975984002/&name=%27Like%20having%20a%20really%20good%20friend%27%3A%20Program%20aims%20to%20reunify%20families%20in%20DCS%20cases
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=%27Like%20having%20a%20really%20good%20friend%27%3A%20Program%20aims%20to%20reunify%20families%20in%20DCS%20cases%20https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-child-welfare/2022/01/09/maricopa-county-hopes-cut-length-child-welfare-cases-reunify-families/8975984002/%20via%20@azcentral
mailto:?subject=The%20Arizona%20Republic%20'Like%20having%20a%20really%20good%20friend'%3A%20Program%20aims%20to%20reunify%20families%20in%20DCS%20cases&body=From%20The%20Arizona%20Republic%0D%0A'Like%20having%20a%20really%20good%20friend'%3A%20Program%20aims%20to%20reunify%20families%20in%20DCS%20cases%0D%0AAn%20alliance%20of%20attorneys%2C%20social%20workers%20and%20parents%20in%20Maricopa%20County%20is%20quietly%20navigating%20the%20labyrinth%20of%20Arizona's%20child-welfare%20system.%0D%0A%0D%0Ahttps://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-child-welfare/2022/01/09/maricopa-county-hopes-cut-length-child-welfare-cases-reunify-families/8975984002/%0D%0A%0D%0A%0D%0A%0D%0A
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-child-welfare/2022/01/13/arizona-kinship-caregivers-would-see-bigger-payments-under-ducey-plan/9171360002/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-child-welfare/2022/01/13/arizona-kinship-caregivers-would-see-bigger-payments-under-ducey-plan/9171360002/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-child-welfare/2021/11/30/phoenix-area-children-face-highest-risk-foster-care-dcs/6381564001/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-child-welfare/2021/11/30/phoenix-area-children-face-highest-risk-foster-care-dcs/6381564001/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-breaking/2021/11/18/3-year-old-boy-reported-missing-found-safe/8672867002/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-breaking/2021/11/18/3-year-old-boy-reported-missing-found-safe/8672867002/
https://help.azcentral.com/
https://cm.azcentral.com/terms/
https://cm.azcentral.com/privacy-policy/
https://cm.azcentral.com/privacy/
https://www.azcentral.com/sitemap/
http://cm.azcentral.com/accessibility/
http://cm.azcentral.com/ethical-conduct/
https://www.facebook.com/azcentral
https://twitter.com/azcentral
http://instagram.com/azcentral
http://www.pinterest.com/azcentral/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/arizona-child-welfare/2018/04/05/child-welfare-how-you-can-become-foster-parent-donate-volunteer-arizona/418666002/
https://www.handsonphoenix.org/search?sort_c=&sort_o=&opportunity_id=&page=1%5C
https://www.azcentral.com/pages/interactives/childwelfare/
https://www.azcentral.com/
https://www.azcentral.com/local/
https://www.azcentral.com/sports/
https://www.azcentral.com/things-to-do/
https://www.usatoday.com/
https://www.azcentral.com/business/
https://www.azcentral.com/travel-explore/
https://www.azcentral.com/politics/
https://www.azcentral.com/viewpoints/
https://www.azcentral.com/investigations/
https://www.azcentral.com/enewspaper
https://account.azcentral.com/
https://www.azcentral.com/

