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The Topic of Father Engagement Approached as an F&E Curriculum
Growing emphasis is being placed on the importance of engaging fathers in child welfare practice, particularly with respect to African American children in the child welfare system. With funding assistance from CalSWEC, The Public Child Welfare Training Academy (PCWTA) is developing and implementing a six-hour training about engaging fathers in general, and African American fathers in particular. This training will provide solutions for engaging fathers and information about successful programs. The presentation delivered by Ms. Quinnett and Ms. Fitch addressed challenges they faced in developing and implementing this F & E curriculum.  
Challenges for Curriculum Development

The presenters provided several recommendations based on their experience.  Curriculum developers are advised to keep in mind that fathers are more often than not omitted from discussions about child welfare practice. This is particularly true of African American fathers, even though child welfare practitioners acknowledge the importance of fathers in the lives of their children. In the field, it is commonplace that fathers and paternal relatives are not contacted or sufficiently engaged. 

As reported by child welfare staff, race and culture are still difficult to discuss openly in child welfare work settings.  Curriculum writers need to learn about historical trauma and the historical context regarding race and fatherhood. Additionally, curriculum development should promote child welfare workers as change agents, not as perpetrators of oppression.
The PCWTA curriculum approached the topic of fathers in broad terms, and then narrowed its focus to African American fathers. One challenge faced by the developers was how to make a selection of resources for the curriculum from among a wealth of research available on the subject. It was tempting to keep researching and gathering more information, and difficult to choose which resources to develop for the time frame allocated for the training.
Challenges for Curriculum Implementation
A major challenge of implementation is audience attendance and composition.  Black workers have been more likely to attend, even though they are not the target audience.  Presumably, black workers attend in high numbers because they find the training relevant on a personal and professional level.  It is not known why workers from other races are not as likely to attend.  When caseloads increase, workers are less likely to seek out this training opportunity due to constraints on time and resources. 
One recommendation was to make this training mandatory because lack of father placements is an urgent problem.  Additionally, failure to seek out fathers and paternal relatives is a social justice issue, and it may contribute to disproportionality in the child welfare system. This training could be incorporated into the law as mandated “due diligence” practice for seeking familial placements.  

A trainer staffing issue is that there are not enough black fathers to participate in facilitating the training. Additionally, the topic is emotionally charged, and discussion can easily segue to other race issues instead of focusing specifically on African American fathers.  Also, non-African Americans may feel uneasy about “getting involved” in a heated discussion on race.  

A Personal Story about African American Fathers

Deborah Fitch described herself as a child of a devoted African American father.  Her parents were married for 37 years.  When Ms. Fitch began her career in child welfare in 1979, she thought all black fathers loved and were involved with their children. She was shocked to find that people in her profession did not believe in fathers as she did, especially in African American fathers. 
Ms. Fitch drew on another personal experience to explain how she became interested in the importance of father figures in child welfare practice. When Ms. Fitch was a supervisor of the continuing services & Family-to-Family programs, one of her workers had an eight-year-old boy on her caseload named Justin Wallflower (name changed for confidentiality). Justin was autistic. His father had a prior drug abuse problem, but was ‘clean’ at the time Justin was returned to him. The whereabouts of his mother were unknown.  
Some time after reunification, the child welfare worker began to receive calls from Justin’s school about poor hygiene and other issues.  At the same time, Justin’s father began missing his drug tests.  Due to these new developments, Ms. Fitch asked the child welfare worker to locate Justin’s family to seek a placement for him, but the worker reported that there was ‘no family’.  
One day, Ms. Fitch decided to visit her husband’s niece Brenda in the hospital.  She asked her husband for Brenda’s last name to provide to the hospital staff when she arrived for her visit.  Ms. Fitch’s husband replied that Brenda’s last name was Wallflower.  After questioning her husband, she learned that Brenda was Justin’s paternal grandmother and that Justin had “at least 100” paternal relatives. Using this knowledge, Justin was first placed with a paternal aunt, and six months later with his paternal grandfather who was beginning his retirement.  Although his mother’s location is still unknown, Justin is now 15 years old and thriving under his grandfather’s care.  
Justin’s case made Ms. Fitch think hard about fathers’ exclusion from child welfare practices.  She thought that the worker, search clerk, intake worker and father could have gathered information to stabilize Justin’s living situation much earlier.  Ms. Fitch admonished that when fathers or paternal placements are not considered, youth automatically lose 50% of their resources.  
After Ms. Fitch finished her story, one audience member questioned rhetorically, “If probation officers, parole officers, and community organizations can find fathers, why is it so hard for child welfare workers to find Black fathers?”
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