
For too long, the system 
of oppression that is 

structural racism has 
penetrated the very fabric 
of our institutions. We are 

in a moment of time 
where systems across the 

country are taking a hard 
look at reform and 

disruption.

Highlighting the lived experience, expertise and insights of 
Ohio’s Black & Brown Metro PCSA Child Welfare 

Professionals.
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HELLO!

On July 23, 2020 a group of child welfare professionals of 

color came together to discuss their lived experiences 

working with children and families. 

The conversation was organized around two essential 

points; 1) Insights regarding child welfare experience for 

Families / Youth of Color, and 2) Professional insights as a 

Black/Brown person working in the Child Welfare System.  

We discussed the influence racism, bias, and privilege has 

on how we work and engage with one another as 

colleagues and peers. This candid conversation uncovered 

experiences and perceptions related to all that is going on 

around the State and Country and how that is impacting the 

way we show up for one another every day. It was an open 

and honest dialogue. One that we hope will have a 

resounding effect in the days, months, and years to come. 

Please read further for themes pulled from this incredible 

display of thoughtful dialogue and engagement.
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Black women have a legacy 
of taking care of other 

people’s homes and children 
– but in child welfare black 

women are presented as not 
knowing how to care for 

their children and homes.

We can never look at the 
police and not 
acknowledge that we 
[child welfare] are doing 
the same damage to Black 
and Brown children and 
families.

These conversations 

are important.

Don’t let this moment 

pass without action 

and change.

There’s a feeling 

of 

hopelessness, 

system 

acceptance of 

outcomes.

EAP, support, guidance for self-

care is needed – need to see 

“well” colleagues of color.

Working remotely during COVID – impacts on families of 
color.

Being passionate is not the 

same as being aggressive.
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“There was a great deal of emotion around feelings of 
helplessness and acknowledgement that Black and Brown folks 
live the outcomes of the data in most facets of life, including 
staff…. there is a deeper level of regret and guilt that they in 

some way were adding to the negative outcomes and 
participating in the continued separation of Black/Brown 
families.  I raised this idea of double consciousness as many 
stated they know what they are doing is ineffective and is 

causing more harm but that the system would say it’s right.”

SYSTEMIC DISPROPORTIONALITY & DISPARITY

• To avoid affirming the negative perceptions about child welfare, 

there needs to be a systematic acknowledgement and appreciation 

for the cultures that exist in Black and Brown communities. Doing 

so may enhance family engagement strategies and contribute to 

improved case outcomes.  

• The behavioral/mental health 

system disproportionately diagnoses 

Black and Brown children with 

disruptive behavior disorders, giving 

the implication that their 

actions/behaviors are a choice.

• With respect to aging out of 

care, Black and Brown 

children are overwhelmingly 

represented in data around 

negative outcomes.  

• To improve the experience and outcomes of Black 

and Brown families, especially Black and Brown boys 

and fathers, interventions need to be proactive 

(versus reactive) and provide an array of services 

that are both supportive and responsive to their 

unique needs.
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DATA ANALYSIS & OUTCOMES

Black and Multi-Racial children enter care at a higher rate than 

children of other races. 

The trend of removing 
Black and Brown 
children in low-risk 
situations serves as an 
indicator of system 
biases toward families 
of color.

The data gives the implication 
that Black families are 

inherently “bad.” This implied 
message impacts how staff and 

other community partners 
view and engage with Black 

and Brown families. 

• It is upsetting.

• Data has been poor for years, this is nothing new.

• Displaying data in agency would be better with interpretation. 

• Consider geographic data analysis.

• There is interest re: African American and Multi-Racial data.

• Use data to target key decision points, apply implicit bias training, develop 

strategies to change the data

Acknowledgement 
of disparity in 

staffing requires 
organizations to 
act on data that 

has been collected.  

In order to render services that 
meet the needs of family, it is 
imperative to transition from 
knowing outcomes to learning 
from the outcomes. 

Data is valuable only when accompanied by strategies to change.
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• Need to examine safety and risk assessment tools for bias, cultural 

understanding vs compliance driven

• Build diverse and multiple staff participation in decision points – screening, 

assessment, removal and placement decisions

• Implicit bias affects customer service

• Barriers exist for families of color in child welfare system; long lasting effects 

of racism; multi-cultural development teams should examine

• Push for more effective family engagement skills – especially for families of 

color

• Promote “active efforts” to support families – like ICWA, reasonable is not 

enough

• Value family and youth voice in their plans

CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM DECISION POINTS

CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM LANGUAGE

• Value/necessity of common definitions and understanding in this space

• What does safety mean?  What makes a home appropriate?  REDEFINE

"It has to be safe to have the dialogue when we see 
disparity and disproportionality"
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COMMUNITY REPORTING

Mandated reporters respond 
differently to black and brown families 

and youth than they do to white 
families and youth.

• Over surveillance of Black and Brown families.

• Community reporters need implicit bias training.

• How are we equipping mandated reporters to support families vs reporting them?

• Do screening questions explore / introduce options to support families?

• Have we developed community options for prevention, other than child welfare?

• After hours screening too quick to intervene; too much law enforcement 

involvement.

• Mandatory reporters need training by child welfare organizations to prevent bias in 

reporting and improve the quality of reporting.  



NEEDS OF 

FAMILIES

HOW CAN WE 

MAKE THINGS 

BRIGHTER FOR 

BLACK & BROWN 

FAMILIES?

• Child welfare’s use of language and how information gets documented can lead to 

biased outcomes. For example, how questions are asked (e.g., “So, your mom beat 

you?” vs. What happened between you and your mom?”) and whether or not the 

response was clarified (e.g., “What I heard you say was…”)

• Child welfare has become a weaponized tool against families of color (e.g., “Do this 

or we’ll have to call children services.”)

• Youth in care need to be authentically engaged in the decision-making processes.

• Including Black and Brown people (including staff) at all levels of the system ensures 

that the people making the decisions look like the people being impacted by the 

decisions. 

• Focus on front door, when families are 

initially referred to child welfare.

• Use blind assessments to staff cases.

• Look at local and statewide policies and 

practices re structural racism and biases.

• Provide agency wide training focused on 

change, with diverse trainers, such as 

Undoing Racism.

"We need to be bold in 
asking the question 'is 

this committee 
representative of the 

families we serve' [when 
engaged in macro 
discussions of child 
welfare issues.]"
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COMMUNITY PARTNERSHIPS & COLLABORATION

Resource family recruitment should 

include communities and 

neighborhoods that are over-

represented in county agencies.

Emphasis on 

supportive services 

and a supportive 

network should be 

the focus of 

retention strategies 

for resource 

families caring for 

Black and Brown 

children. 

Engaging with community partners 

and across organizations should 

take the proactive (versus reactive) 

approach.

LACK OF CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE SERVICES

How do PCSAs assess 

culturally competent providers?

Agencies should hold provider 

agencies accountable to have 

diverse staff.

Translation necessary – Somali 

and Spanish mentioned.

Caregivers need 

culturally competent 

supports for kids in 

their care.

Black males especially 

challenged – youth, 

fathers – put services 

in community.
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LEADERSHIP & PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

• Organizational recruitment strategies, interview practices and promotion 

processes contribute to the lack of Black and Brown talent in positions of 

leadership and/or authority in agencies.

• Even with an expressed interest, qualified Black and Brown staff are not being 

identified as potential candidates for career pathways and advancement and 

can be considered lacking the competence or ambition. 

• The fear of retaliation for speaking up about systemic racism, racial bias 

and injustices needs to be holistically addressed by leadership.  

• Implicit bias training, specifically focused on racial bias and racism, is 

needed to facilitate bringing personal awareness and organizational 

accountability to the biases that exist in the child welfare system. 

• Implementing leadership mentors can be a strategy to address issues 

around consistency in the application of cultural competency, managing 

organizational/staffing decisions, how to create and maintain trust across 

all staff relationships. 

• Black and Brown people are underrepresented in all levels of supervision, 

leadership, and management; this indicates the necessity of diversity and 

inclusion from the top down, beginning with county-level administration.

“Academic 
degrees 

don’t equate 
to cultural 
readiness 

and a 
readiness to 
serve and 

understand 
Black and 

Brown 
families.”
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INSIGHTS RE: PROFESSIONALS OF COLOR

• Enhance staff diversity – both hiring, and inclusive career and leadership 

paths.

• Lack of black and brown males especially scarce.

• Examine the Table of Organization – is there diversity throughout?

• New workers especially unprepared re race equity and working with families of 

color.

• Trust and value cultural knowledge of staff of color.

• Legal departments need diversity.

• Speaking up re systemic racism in our child welfare structure is not welcome.

• Agencies blame communities, society for structural racism in child welfare –

start internal.

• Leadership comes from a perspective of white privilege.

INCLUSIVE LEADERSHIP PATHWAYS

• Mentors for staff of color.

• Diverse panels for interviews.

• Value lived experiences, 

cultural readiness, not just 

degrees.

• Voice / face for families of 

colors.

• Recruit at HBCU (Historic Black Colleges 

and Universities).

• Track progress re diverse leadership.

• Consider use of outside consultants to 

examine, suggest strategies.

• Staff of color encouraged to tow the line, 

wait.

• Glass ceiling for Black and Brown women.

• Some expressed advancement, with 

White colleagues diminishing success 

due to POC.

• Limited trust of HR, suspects hiding 

behind confidentiality.
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YOU!
THANK

Robin Reese
Executive Director

Robin.Reese@jfs.ohio.gov

LaShaun K. Carter
Assistant Director/Chief DEI Officer

lkcarter@fccs.us

Crystal Ward Allen
Senior Director Strategic Consulting 

CWardAllen@casey.org

The willingness to engage in vulnerable and thoughtful 

dialogue is an incredibly personal and brave choice. 

Thank you to all those who chose to participate.

We look forward to future opportunities to engage.
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