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With just a single officer and medical staff
present, | gave birth to my first child. I spent my
entire pregnancy incarcerated. lam a mom
in long term recovery and a Parent Mentor.
My story drives my passion for changing
the way parents who are incarcerated
stay connected with their families.

| didn't have family that could take my
child after | gave birth. Bruised family
relationships are often a consequence of
addiction. | knew that my son would be
going fo foster care. | called my local Child
Welfare office to ask questions about that
process. | was told that they couldn’t give
me any information until | had an open
case. | was left with what little knowledge
| was able to gather by talking to other
women. After my son was born, | wasn't
allowed to attend any court hearings or
family planning meetings. | was fortunate
enough to have a lot of support from other
organizations and develop an incredible
relationship with my son’s foster mother.

It's been almost 15 years since | gave birth
in Oregon’s women's prison. There have
been a lot of organizations that have
come in fo help women stay connected
to their families, including a doula program
associated with the YWCA and Oregon
House Bill 2535. The Early Head Start
program continues but is only available to
8 children. We still have a lot of work fo do.

Several years ago, an employee of the
child welfare agency and | were given the
opportunity to co-facilitate a group called
“The Incarcerated Parents Workgroup.”
Our group includes community members,
Parent Mentors and other Child Welfare
employees. We seek to identify ways
that we can have a positive impact
on families experiencing incarceration.

The Department of Corrections is a
challenging system to navigate and can
be a barrier to connecting with parents.
Until recently, caseworkers were using
incarceration as an “exception” to not
see parents face to face every month,
as required. Our group, along with the
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Oregon Parent Advisory Council, sought
to draw attention to this issue. Our Child
Welfare leadership worked to remedy this
quickly. Our group collaborated to gather
contact information on every facility
in our state and have that information
available to caseworkers so that we
can address some of the challenges
they may have in contacting parents.

With the partnership of the Oregon
Department of Human Services, the
Incarcerated Parents Workgroup has been
able to create a new procedure manual
on how best to engage parents while they
are in custody. We have drawn attention
to ways that moms and dads can still
parent, even while incarcerated. It looks
different, but helping with homework on
video calls or listening to your child practice
reading are just some examples. We
highlight the importance of including birth
parents in case planning, even if timelines
don't allow them to be an immediate
placement option. We are planning a
statewide information panel that we can
bring to our child welfare offices, sharing
our stories and offering support to workers
that are motivated to support these families.

The help and support from our Oregon
Child Welfare partners has been integral in
our success and ability to create change.
We are lucky to be in a state that values

lived experience and parent voice. We
continued on page 2

Visit the PAC on the FRIENDS website at www.friendsnrc.org
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Strengthening Families: Shifting Away From Punitive

Measures Toward Non-CustodiaI Parents

For years, non-custodial parents—
particularly  fathers—have been
treated more like delinquents than
as parents striving to be a part of
their children’s lives. The current
judicial framework often places
them in an adversarial position,
leading to punitive measures such
as license suspensions, wage gar-
nishments, and even incarceration
for unpaid child support. Instead
of fostering engagement, this ap-
proach has exacerbated cycles
of disengagement and economic
instability. Through my work with NJ
Probation Child Support Enforce-
ment, | have been part of a grow-
ing effort to reframe the conversa-
tion—shifting from penalization fo
collaboration, offering fathers the
tools they need to be present and
supportive in their children’s lives.

A New Collaborative Approach

In partnership with NJ Family Court
and Child Support, our work has
centered on shifting the paradigm.
This started in 2019 with collaboro-
tion to extend expungement pro-
grams to the community. Recog-
nizing that many non-custodial
parents faced systemic barriers be-
yond their control, we sought ways
to provide a pathway forward rath-
er than leaving them stuck in cycles
of punishment.

In 2022, my work with Aflantic and
Cape May Counties’ Gun Violence
Reduction Committee reinforced
the importance of fatherhood en-
gagement in broader community
safety initiatives. We understood
that when fathers are engaged,
communities are stronger, and chil-
dren benefit from the stability of
both parents’ presence.

By 2023, a tangible milestone in fa-
ther-friendly spaces was achieved
with the launch of the “Fatherhood
Network Room,” also known as “The
Man Cave.” This inifiative provided
fathers with a safe and supportive
environment where they could re-
ceive guidance, mentorship, and
legal assistance in navigating the
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child support system. The space un-
derscored the need to support, not
penalize, fathers who were actively
seeking to be present in their chil-
dren’s lives.

Empowering Fathers Through
Education and Advocacy

One of our most impactful pro-
grams has been the development
of educational sessions aimed at
demystifying the judicial system
for non-custodial parents. In 2024,
we formalized our collaboration
between Gateway Community
Action Partnership and Probation/
Child Support Enforcement, creat-
ing tailored fatherhood programs.
We hosted community screenings
of the documentary The Mask You
Live In to highlight the challenges
men face when frying to define
their roles in society and within their
families.

Additionally, we designed ses-
sions specifically for non-custodial
parents to learn about navigat-
ing Family Court and making mo-
tions. These workshops ensure that
fathers are not blindsided by legal
jargon or overwhelmed by proce-
dural complexities. Our goal is to
equip them with the confidence
and knowledge to advocate for
themselves and their children ef-
fectively.

Creating Safe Havens and
Pathways to Success

Currently, we are working on a
groundbreaking initiative—the
Safe Haven program. This program
is designed for non-custodial par-
ents who may have outstanding
warrants for defainment due fo
child support arrears. Rather than
fearing arrest and further discon-
nection from their children, these
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ents will have the opportunity
to engage with legal professionals,
develop payment plans, and gain
access to employment resources
to help them meet their obligations.

By shifting the focus from punish-
ment to support, we are transform-
ing the narrative surrounding non-
custodial parents. Our work aims to
break down systemic barriers and
cultivate a family court system that
prioritizes the well-being of children
by ensuring that fathers have every
opportunity fo be present, responsi-
ble, and engaged.

The success of these initiatives is a
testament to what is possible when
we choose fto work with, rather
than against, non-custodial par-
ents. Through continued collabo-
ration with judicial services, we are
building a framework that supports
families holistically, ultimately lead-
ing to stronger, more resilient com-
munities. When we invest in fathers,
we invest in the future of our chil-
dren, and together, we can create
a society where every parent has
the opportunity to thrive.

by Michael Cupeles
FRIENDS PAC Member

continued from page 1

Changing the Family
Impact..

still face challenges with involving
the Department of Corrections.
However, they are currently looking
to make changes, and our Governor
has created an advisory panel fo
address some of those shortcomings.
Research consistently indicates that
recidivism is lower when people can
stay connected with their families.

by Kaci Hollinger
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Nothing About Us Without Us: Collaborating for Change

A popular phrase among those
with lived experience is “nothing
about us without us.” What does
this mean? This phrase is a remind-
er to all that anything and eve-
rything that affects children and
families should include the input of
children and families.

When we consider changing the
system, those with lived experi-
ence should be involved and their
input taken intfo consideration.
Change should involve several dif-
ferent parties to include those with
lived experience, systems' person-
nel, and other stakeholders.

In Texas, there is a Parent Col-
laboration Group (PCG) Advisory
Committee. This group involves
a collaborative group of Child
Protective Services employees
and parents that have lived ex-
perience with the child welfare
agency. This group reviews policy,
practice, procedures, and work o
improve all. The goal, “to make
our children’s world a better place
by strengthening the family unit”.

https://www.dfps.texas.gov/child_
protection/Family_Support/PCG/
PCG.asp

“Nothing about us without us.”

Within the PCG, there is a shared
understanding  that  effective
change isn't possible without the
consultation and  collaboration
with those who have personally
experienced the child welfare
system. There is a consensus that
the system is lawed, and there is
a desire to make the necessary
changes for those impacted by
Child Protective Services (CPS).
Different areas of impact and
change include increasing fa-
thers’ involvement, and improving
services provided for children and
families. Those with lived experi-
ence provide training opportuni-
ties to workers while also support-
ing other parents involved in Child
Welfare cases. Parents involved in
the PCG participate in varies work-
groups, adding valuable content
to statewide training modules, pol-
icy review, and many other arecs.
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The parent perspective is com-
bined with the agency’s require-
ments, to produce products that
are most beneficial to children
and families, while ensuring the
dignity remains intact. Who bet-
ter to give insight on changing a
flawed system but those who have
experienced it firsthand?

The PCG is comprised of par-
ents who have overcome ad-
diction, personal frauma, home-
lessness, poverty, and other
life-altering challenges. Many had
their child(ren) removed and were
recipients of services offered and
required by CPS. The interactions
with judges, caseworkers, investi-
gators, attorneys, Court Appoint-
ed Special Advocates (CASA),
and other stakeholders inform their
confributions on policy, practice,
and procedure. Recommenda-

tions made in the best interest of
the children and families served
in order to meet their needs and
to create families that are able to
thrive while keeping children safe,
and there is less recidivism and
fewer child removals.

When considering systems
change, it is best to involve those
who have been affected by sys-
tems. Another popular saying is
“experience is the best teacher.”
Consult those who have the ex-
perience so they can teach what
changes are needed and what
was beneficial. Working with all
stakeholders allows for a more
rounded and informative method
of change. Involving those who
understand how the change will
affect others is utilizihg the best
resource for lasting and positive
change. Proof that experiences
are valued is when those with ex-
perience are involved in making
the system better, more efficient,
and family friendly. There should
be no change made that involves
families without actually involving
families.

Please read more about the Texas
PCG at: https://www.dfps.texas.
gov/child protection/Family Sup-
port/PCG/PCG.asp

by Paula Bibbs-Samuels, LPC,
FRIENDS PAC Member Welcomin-
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Welcoming New FRIENDS Parent Advisory Council Members

FRIENDS is pleased to welcome three new members fo the National Parent Advisory Council (PAC) representing
Alabama, South Carolina and Kansas. Kayla Etie, Dana Gardner and Nathan Voss will join the current PAC with 9
members and 2 mentors to inform, collaborate with, and support the work of FRIENDS and the CBCAP community.

Kayla Starr Etie

Kayla Starr Efie (Alabama) is an
energetic full time single mother of
two, born and raised in Northwest
Alabama. She is a founding mem-
ber of the Alabama Parent Advisory
Council, and the first parent leader
to manage the Alabama PAC.
Kayla is a part of the Alabama Par-
ent Leadership Network as a par-
ent leader in her district and is the
first and only Alabama parent state
certified to facilitate the Strengthen-
ing Families Framework training. She
loves serving on nonprofit boards
focused on the environment and
community outreach and is the
President of the Sheffield Beaufifi-
cation and Tree Board and Secre-
tary of Keep the Shoals Beautiful.
In addition, Kayla also facilitates a
school-based Leadership program,
The Rescue Me Project, geared to-
wards youth outreach and commu-
nity service.

After walking away from an abusive
relationship and facing homeless-
ness, Kayla sought help, landing her
in a safety plan with the Alabama
Department of Human Resources
(DHR). She recognized there was
significant potential for improve-
ment in these systems. While in-
volved with DHR, she aftended a
parenting class and soon after was
nominated to serve on the Parent
Advisory Council.

With life experience involving do-
mestic violence, mental health, and
the welfare system, Kayla is now
an advocate for caregivers fac-
ing challenges, working to support
and empower them on their path
towards wellbeing while also con-
tinuing her healing journey and ac-
tively recovering from mental health
issues. When she isn't working or
volunteering, you can find her in her
community orin the forest.
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Dana Gardner

Dana Gardner (South Carolina) is a
parent and Family Voice Leader with
Safe Babies Court, advocating for
families o have a second chance
at permanency with their children.
She worked with the Safe Babies
Court Team for two years in both
Orangeburg and Charleston Coun-
ties, where she focused on support-
ing families in achieving reunifica-
tion and permanency. Additionally,
Dana volunteers within her commu-
nity, dedicating her time to support-
ing efforts that create meaningful
change. She is currently pursuing a
degree in social work and is passion-
ate about making systemic chang-
es that prioritize family preservation.
Dana also enjoys connecting with
people, socializing, and spending
her free time exploring adventures
and watching mystery shows. Dana
looks forward to her role as a mem-
ber of the FRIENDS National Center
for Community-Based Child Abuse
Prevention (CBCAP) Parent Adviso-
ry Council, where she will utilize her
experience and voice fo support
family and community strengthen-
ing efforts.

 WELCOME

Nathan Voss

Nathan Voss (Kansas) is a dedicat-
ed father, parent educator, and a
passionate advocate for parents
within his community. Drawing from
his own experiences as a formerly
incarcerated individual, Nathan uti-
lizes his journey to empathetically
connect with and support others.
His primary mission is to work with
families, especially fathers, to bolster
and enrich family relationships.

Nathan's impactful journey began
with the establishment of Oxford
Houses for men and children, pro-
viding fathers a supportive environ-
ment for recovery from substance
abuse disorders while nurturing their
relationships  with  their children.
These peer-supported, self-gov-
erning communities offer a unique
blend of communal living and self-
help.

Currently, Nathan is a Parent Educa-
torwith the Kansas Children’s Service
League. In this role, he helps parents
develop leadership skills through
positive parenting programs and fa-
therhood support groups. Nathan is
committed to ensuring that parents
feel heard, supported, and empow-
ered.

In his personal life, Nathan enjoys
spending quality fime with his chil-
dren and is currently pursuing a
Bachelor of Social Work degree at
Washburn University.

The FRIENDS PAC holds an annual
call for nominations in the Fall of
each calendar year. These three
new individuals fill the seafts previ-
ously held by Vadonna Wiliams
(AL), Melissa Zimmerman (AZ) and
Heather Stenson (WA) (who, after
fulfiling their terms, have joined the
FRIENDS PAC Alumni). Please join
FRIENDS in welcoming Kayla, Dana
and Nathan!
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Resources on the Value of Family in Systems Change

Family Voices created a Frame-
work for Assessing Family En-
gagement in Systems Change
fo highlight the best practices for
engaging families in systems-level
initiatives, with a focus on families
of children and youth with special
health care needs. The framework
is organized info four domains
of family engagement: Commit-
ment, Transparency, Representa-
fion, and Impact.  https://Ipfch.
org/resource/a-framework-for-as-
sessing-family-engagement-in-sys-

fems-change/

Youth.gov has information avail-
able on engaging families as part-
ners in system improvement, with
a focus on family-school partner-
ships. Additional resources offer in-
formation in the areas of child wel-
fare and juvenile justice. https://

Toolkit. The assessment tool was
part of an ongoing, collaborative
effort to redefine how families ex-
perience early childhood system:s,
and the role parents can play to
reshape these systems. hittps://
gicfamilyreunification.org/wp-

youth.gov/youth-topics/system-
level-engaging-families-partners-

content/uploads/2021/03/Parent-

Engagement-and-Leadership-As-

system-improvement

The Center for the Study of Social
Policy and the EC-LINC Outcomes
and Metrics Initiative developed
the Parent Engagement and
Leadership Assessment Guide and

sessment-Guide-and-Toolkit-FINAL.
pdf

Compiled by Cynthia Smith,

FRIENDS TTA Coordinator

FRIENDS Parent Advisory Council members (from | to r, top row): David Armstrong, Paula Bibbs-Samuels, Ashley Cox, Michael Cupeles,
Kayla Etie, Dana Gardner, Eileen Graham, (from | to r, bottom row) Anntoinette Johnson, Jo Modeste, Matthew Porter,
Elizabeth Reddick, Ashley Schmit, Nathan Voss, and Joe Whitmore.

About the PAC

FRIENDS has established a Parent Advisory Council to provide useful overall program direction and guidance

to the activities of the National Center. Council members share their experience and expertise in child abuse
prevention and family strengthening through their active participation in FRIENDS workgroups and the annual
Grantee’s meeting, development/review of FRIENDS written materials, and by providing resource center staff
with consultation and advice.

Michael Cupeles, Editor; Jo Modeste and Matthew Porter, Co-Editors
friends@friendsnrc.org

Contact Information:

This publication was produced by the FRIENDS National Center for Community-Based Child Abuse Prevention (CBCAP). FRIENDS is a service of
the Children’s Bureau.FRIENDS is funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children, Youth and Families,
Office on Child Abuse and Neglect, under discretionary Grant 90CZ0032. The contents of this publication do not necessarily reflect the views or
policies of the funder, nor does mention of trade names, commercial products or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services. This information is in the public domain. Readers are encouraged to copy portions of the text which are not the property of
copyright holders and share them, but please credit the FRIENDS National Center for CBCAP.
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