Strength-Based Approaches Expand into Leadership

John R. Seita, Ed.D.
A Michigan study of children’s agencies found that very few had any former youth in care in leadership or board roles. The author, himself a product of the child welfare system, suggests that quality services will require perspectives of these former consumers of care. 

The Strength-Based Revolution
Exciting new practices have emerged in the field of youth development and have been widely documented and practiced.  Positive youth development, positive psychology (Larson, 2000; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), asset building, and the strength-based approach are slowly replacing the historical practices of deficit reduction, labeling, and “fault fixing.”  This swing of the pendulum away from looking for deficits, diseases, disorders and dysfunctions not only feels good and seems intuitively proper, but also is supported by recent research on resilience (Werner & Smith, 1992; Werner & Smith, 1977; Garmezy ,1981; Rutter, Giller, & Hagell, 1998; Wolin & Wolin, 1993), asset building (Benson, 1997), positive youth development (Pittman & Irby, 1996), and seminal ideas, such as the Circle of Courage (Brendtro, Brokenleg, & Van Bockern, 2002) and family privilege (Seita & Brendtro, 2002).  A logical extension of the strengths movement is to involve “former consumers of children’s services in the leadership and governance of these organizations.
Youth are the best experts on themselves.  Young people who are in care and in other alternative settings have a variety of strengths that can be identified, tapped, shaped, strengthened and utilized to create and support powerful caring environments that reclaim all young people and represent the best of positive youth development (Seita & Brendtro, 2002; Brendtro, Ness, & Mitchell, 2001).
The same youth who age out of the system and into adulthood may possess leadership skills and personal insight that could contribute to the leadership and governance of the child welfare system.  Perspectives from former youth in care strongly suggest that child welfare often fails those whom it is to serve (Raychaba, 1992).
System Failures 

At any point there are over 600,000 children within the child welfare system placed in out-of-home status; most survive to adulthood, although a few die at the hands of caregivers and abusive parents.  Over 25,000 children transition out of foster care and other dependent settings every year as young adults.
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Children in foster care constitute less than .003% of the nation’s population.
However, 17% of state prisoners are former foster-care children, 40% of foster children leave the system to go on the nation’s welfare rolls and 39% of the homeless youth in Los Angeles County are former foster-care children (Connolly & McKenzie, 1999). 

In an evaluation of foster care independent living programs, Cook (1990, 1992) found: 

· 66% of 18 year olds had not completed high school or obtained a GED;

· 61% had no job experience; 

· 38% had been diagnosed as emotionally disturbed; 

· 17% had a drug abuse problem;

· 90% had a health problem; 

· 17% of the females were pregnant;

· 40% had held a job for at least one year; 

· among the females, 60% had given birth; 

· 25% had been homeless for at least one night, and less than 1 in 5 were completely self-supporting. 

In a 1998 study of Wisconsin youths 12-18 months after they emancipated from foster care in 1995, Courtney and Piliavin (1995, 1998) found that 37% had still not completed high school, and 18% of the youths had been incarcerated at some point since their discharge.
Nevada KIDS COUNT (2001) interviewed 100 youth who had aged out of foster care at least six months previously. While 63% were employed at the time of the interviews, 55% had lost at least one job since leaving care. About two-thirds had earned less than $10,000 annually, and 41% did not have enough money to cover basic living expenses. Nearly a quarter of them had supported themselves at some time by dealing drugs, and 11% had had sexual intercourse in exchange for money.

The outcomes of the child welfare system are appalling; yet, there seem to be few remedies and even fewer effective and concrete strategies to fix what we have unleashed in the child welfare system. The number of children in out-of-home placements, such as foster care homes, institutions and other settings, has shown a steady increase over the last two decades, according to statistics provided by the Administration for Children and Families, a division of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (1999).
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Efforts such as family preservation programs – programs that provide intensive in-home support services – have emerged as one attempt to keep families together and to keep children out of the child welfare system. Typically, family preservation provides counseling, transportation support, and occasional tangible support, such as washers and dryers--all in the name of keeping a family intact and reducing out-of-home placements.

Wrap-around is another attempt to reform child welfare, functioning in a manner similar to family preservation, and provides intensive family support. Wrap-around programs work with families to establish family goals. A wrap-around worker is often assigned to work with the family to help the family reach its goals. In the spirit of maintaining families, other efforts include kinship care, where a child at risk is placed with extended family. Related efforts include the Community Action Agency and its foster grandparent programs for youth who have limited extended family. In spite of these efforts, the child welfare system continues to limp along at best.   Perhaps it is time to consider two new approaches: applying the strength-based practices represented by positive youth development and including those who have actually experienced the system as youth to advise and lead the system. 

Overview
Perhaps the last well-known child welfare alumnus to play a role in shaping national child welfare policy goes back to the early 1900s.  James E. West, alumnus of an orphanage, was a friend of President Theodore Roosevelt.  Mr. West founded the National Child Rescue League, along with activist-author Theodore Dreiser.  President Roosevelt asked Mr. West to chair the arrangements committee of the conference; he also served as a member of the resolutions committee (Crenson, 2001). 

Clearly, common practice demonstrates that it is appropriate and desirable for constituents to play a leadership role in the agencies and organizations that serve them. A recent example of constituency-led activism occurred when students at Gallaudet University for the hearing impaired demanded that one of their own, I. King Jordan, become the next president of the university, overruling the Gallaudet Board of Directors’ original choice of a person of hearing.   
Formal leadership access for disenfranchised persons is important since those who are in formal leadership positions have access to decision makers, influence on budget disbursement, policy and practice, and the power and the respect to make decisions influencing direction for its constituency.  However, there seems to be little institutional will to integrate child welfare alumni into leadership roles. 
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A first study conducted in Michigan by the author, a child welfare alumnus, paints a dismal picture of the participation levels of child welfare in any formal leadership roles in child welfare agencies.  

The Michigan Study

The purpose of this research was to conduct a status study of how many child welfare alumni are in leadership positions in child welfare agencies across the state of Michigan. The study sought to determine how many board members of Michigan child welfare agencies are child welfare alumni.  Related interests include the number of child welfare alumni in leadership roles, such as chief executive officer, chief operating officer or another executive level within Michigan child welfare agencies.
The School of Social Work at Michigan State University conducted this study in partnership with the Michigan Federation for Children and Families.  The Michigan Federation is a statewide membership organization comprised of private, nonprofit child and family serving agencies, regional and local child and family advocacy organizations and individuals who are interested in protecting children, building families and strengthening families.

The population for the study included the 104 child welfare agencies within the database of the Michigan Federation of Children and Families. Since the entire database was surveyed, there was no use of inferential statistics, and simple descriptive statistics were reported. 

The final return rate after several contacts was 59%.  Only six agencies, or about one out of ten, reported having board members who were child welfare alumni.  No agencies reported having either a chief executive officer or any executive staff who were a child welfare alumnus. 

New Leadership Roles

The Michigan survey suggests that perhaps 90% of child-serving organizations have no policy input from former youth who were consumers of such services. Ideally, child welfare alumni should be a part of policy and legislative change and integral in the leadership and governance of child welfare services going forward. Considering  the documented outcomes of the child welfare system, the terrible price paid by child welfare alumni and the lack of formal participation in child welfare system leadership by child welfare alumni, it seems reasonable to enact policy, legislative and practice changes in the child welfare system to repair the wrongs that have been perpetrated by the system. 
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Part of the problem with the child welfare system may be that few of those administering and leading the system have experienced the system as a consumer of services or have formally partnered with those who have experienced the system as consumers.
“You're an orphan, right?  Do you think I'd know the first thing about how hard your life has been, how you feel, who you are because I read Oliver Twist?  Does that encapsulate you?”  (Damon, Affleck & Van Sant, 1997).

The foregoing quote from the movie Good Will Hunting was part of a conversation between a therapist and a bitter child welfare alumnus.  This exchange poignantly captures the difference between living as an orphan and merely studying the experience.  Both scholarship and experience are necessary to form a new child welfare partnership.  Based upon anecdotal evidence, there is no reason to suspect that results from across the nation will be much different. 

A national study is planned to determine if the results from Michigan reflect national trends.  The dismal outcomes demonstrated by the child welfare system as presently operated suggest that using alumni in board and leadership roles could provide fresh perspective to improve outcomes.
Why exclude former “youth at risk” excluded from leadership and decision-making roles in youth serving agencies and organizations?  Would it even be thinkable that white persons lead the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People or the Urban League?  Men do not lead the National Organization for Women!  Heterosexuals do not lead the Gay and Lesbian Alliance!  Young 20-something-year-olds do not lead the American Association of Retired Persons!  Is it any more appropriate for the child welfare system to be led solely by the same people who caused the child welfare debacle?
“Uncle” Floyd Starr founded Starr Commonwealth, a home for boys at Albion, Michigan, in 1913.  Starr was my last stop along the child-welfare trail.  Mr. Starr was regarded as a visionary with unusual wisdom and energy.  One of “Uncle’s” dreams was someday to have one of his boys become the president of Starr Commonwealth.  Were we to follow Mr. Starr’s dream today with an integration of child welfare alumni as agency and policy leaders, we would create an innovative new partnership necessary to reform the child welfare system.  Any new partnership should be collaborative and not exclude existing parties within the child welfare system; rather, this partnership should empower child welfare alumni to guide, direct, change and evaluate the child welfare system.
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We will never develop quality systems and organizations of care if we ignore the perspectives of consumers.  This has been widely recognized concerning families of disabled and troubled children.  While young people in care also must have a voice, it seems appropriate that with greater maturity they could provide unique expertise in guiding program and policy of youth-serving organizations. The evidence to date suggests that, in all likelihood, unless child welfare alumni are included in genuine decision-making, advising and leading child welfare agencies, a crucial body of expertise is being ignored.
John R. Seita, Ed.D., is on the faculty of the School of Social Work at Michigan State University and is the author of three books which draw on his own experience of growing up in the child and youth care system, including In Whose Best Interest? (1996), God is in the Kitchen and Other Everyday Miracles (2000) and Kids Who Outwit Adults (2002).  Dr. Seita can be reached by phone:  517-355-3291. 
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