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A Second Chance: Quality Visits Foster Family Reunification

Samantha and her sisters were removed from their home due to neglect and placed in foster care.
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were given a meaningful opportunity to reunify, in part through spending time together in a
therapeutic visitation program.

These visits occurred in a home-like setting that made it easier and more comfortable for the family
to spend time together. During the coached interactions between the children and their parent,
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broaden his understanding of child development and improve his relationship with his children.

This guidance and support during each visit helped him become a more consistent, responsive
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address the other issues that were impeding his ability to care for his children and helped him
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communicate regularly about the visits, which helped with scheduling, especially when plans
changed on short notice. Most importantly, these quality, guided visits helped the children fare
better during their time in foster care, enabling them to remain connected to their father. Samantha,
her sisters and their father were able to reunite and they remain together today.

INTRODUCTION

Every year, thousands of children in New
Jersey are removed from their parents and
placed in foster care due to abuse and neglect
at the hands of their caregivers. Unless special
circumstances exist, visits between the child
and parent routinely take place while the child
is in foster care.

For these children, the quality of family visits
is one of the most important factors in
determining whether they will reunite with
their families. Research demonstrates that
when children and their parents participate in
quality family visits, it results in shorter foster
care placements and makes it more likely that
children will return home and stay there. In
fact, child welfare professionals largely

Many people play a role in ensuring that
children and families experience quality family
time when children are in foster care.
Unfortunately, research indicates that there is
often a lack of understanding of the benefits of
guality visitation and the tremendous impact
this can have on keeping families safely
together.

To increase understanding of the significance of
visitation and expand practices that can help
keep families safely together, the New Jersey
Office of the Child Advocate (OCA) explored
guality visitation programs and practices both
inside and outside New Jersey. This included
examining research regarding visitation and
interviewing national experts and others
involved in the child welfare system to identify
what works best and how visitation processes
are Worklnq in New Jerse&/ and in otrlLer parts of
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New Jersey Children
In Out -of Home PlacementA

As of September, 2009, there were 8,353 children in New Jersey living in outof-home placement. Of
those, 4,212 children, or 51 percent, resided in norkin resource family homes, while 2,905 children,
or 33 percent, lived with a relative or family friend. The remaining 1,236 children resided in
residential placements or independent living settings.

Of the total number of children in foster care, approximately 42 percent are under the age of 5, an
especially vulnerable period of psychological and social development. 8 As these young children
develop socially, emotionally and physically, their brains are constantly changing in response to their

environment and through interactions with other people, most especially their primary caregiver.

Available data suggest that New Jersey children reunified with their parents spend an average of
eight months in foster care. However, additional data for children with other permanency goals,
including return home, reveal that the average length of stay in foster care jumps to 16 months before
the child achieves permanency. ¢

These additional goals include adoption, kinship legal guardianship and independent living. In
either scenario, eight to sixteen months separated from a parent and all that is familiar is an
exceptionally long time in the life of a child. The decisions made during this critical time have far -
reaching effects on a child and can last a lifetime.

The OCA toured and spoke with staff from quality visitation practices throughout the
several community -based visitation programs state so that more New Jersey families can
operating in the state. Child Advocate staff also stay safely together.

conducted focus groups throughout the state

with resource parents, law guardians, There are strategies presented in this report that

attorneys for birth parents, volunteers with do not require additional funding or carry hefty

Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA), price tags. Other components will require

and birth parents to hear about their careful allocation of fiscal resources. All of

experiences and to listen to their opinions on these approaches must be based on the premise

visitation practices. that quality and meaningful child -parent
visitation begins with the child. We must strive

This brief details our findings, describing the toward a child -centered approach that puts the

importance of visitation in successful ET POEzUwOI I EUwi PUUUWE OE wWE

reunification and its role in helping children meet those needs.

cope when reunification cannot be safely

achieved. It examines the importance of The New Jersey Office of the Child Advocate is

attachment and the effects of separation and an independent state agency dedicated to
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and recommends strategies for expanding need.

iAttorneys for children in out -of-home placement
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placement and their birth families is the heart
of reunification 6 2

Hess and Proch, 1993

WHY FAMILY TIME MATTERS

Children in placement are legally entitled to
have family time with their parents and to
maintain essential connections. New Jersey law
and policy both recognize and require quality
visitation when a child is in out -of-home
placement. Studies show that regular,
supervised family time improves both critical
child well -being and permanency outcomes.

Visits are opportunities for family time between
the child and their parents, siblings and other
relatives. This time together is essential because
it reduces the loss and separation children
experience while in care, preserves the

El OOOUUUEUI EwUT EUwW?O0EUI UC(

25PDUPUEUDOOWEI Up iof-lomeE || D ORrongé predictetal @unification than

maternal problems, such as substance abuse, or
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FAMILIES THAT VISIT ARE M ORE LIKELY TO

REMAIN TOGETHER

Stability is a crucial aspect of family life for

children. We want children to return to

healthy families that remain healthy.

Research demonstrates that frequent visiting

prior to the child returning home increases

the chances that reunification will be
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attainment of permanency in a stable home >

QUALITY FAMILY TIMES LEADS TO SHORTER
STAYS IN FOSTER CARE

Research indicates children who visited
more frequently spend less time in out -of-
home placement. The study found that
children who did not visit with their birth
family spent almost three times as much
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extended family members and reinforces the

those who visit regularly. ©
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them.

Parent-child visitation also enables child -

IMPROVES CHILDREN ZZ WELL-BEING
Research points to a significant relationship
between visitation and the well -being of
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progress toward having their children return
from out -of-home placement and to identify the
additional supports needed to help achieve
family reunification.

BoosTS CHANCES CHILDREN WILL REUNIFY
WITH BIRTH PARENTS?

Research consistently shows that visitation is
linked with family reunification.  For example,

example, one study showed that children
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fewer behavioral problems than those who
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frequent contact showed less anxiety and

depression than those whose visits were

infrequent or non-1 R B U © Anbthkd study
demonstrated that frequent visitation
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ten times more likely when mothers visit

to have high well -being ratings and to adjust
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sense of time and do not allow for a
psychologically meaningful relationship
with estranged biological parents. For parent
-child visits to be beneficial, they should be
frequent and long enough to enhance the

American Academy of Pediatrics, Committee on
Early Childhood, Adoption and Dependent Care

Additionally, frequent parent -child visits can
motivate a parent toward achieving other
identified goals, such as, treatment for mental
health and/or substance abuse issues. Through
healthy, regular interaction with their children,
parents gain a sense of confidence in their
ability to care for their child. They are also
given a chance to practice newly-acquired or
existing skills, enabling them to more
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confident, engaged and knowledgeable parent
is more likely to appropriately care for and
supervise his/her child.

The absence of frequent and supportive parent-
child family time can have a profoundly
negative effect on a child and seriously

THE PURPOSES OF VISITATION OR
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The main purpose of visitation is to help the

child maintain relationships with their birth

family in orderto O1 1 UwUOT T wET POEz U
developmental needs, including reducing the
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A primary goal of family time is therefore to

ensure, to the greatest extent possible,

continuity for children in out -of-home
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sense of belonging, and offering ongoing

reassurance and reinforcement of social
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of abandonment and loss and can address

feelings of guilt or mistrust related to being

removed from their home. In this way,
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emotional health.

When children are separated from their
parents, they often experience trauma due to
QrftilneF rglgtiblhg‘hip.wlt
is important that children are allowed to
grieve the temporary loss of their parents and
express these feeling in a safe, supportive
environment. Quality family time can help
children and birth parents identify, validate
and process their feelings about all the

AN NN changes the family is experlencmgeﬁSeemgD
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well-being. Understanding, assessing and
placing the needs of children first when making
decisions about parent-child visitation are
critically important to ensure and promote
positive outcomes for children in out -of-home
placement and are the fundamentals of a child-
centered approach to visitation.
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to the parent and can often help older

children eliminate self -blame for the

placement.

Another objective of visitation is to give
parents an occasion to rebuild and strengthen
their relationship with their children. For
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example, research indicates that children who
are deprived of parental contact regard their
parents as problematic, while children who
have weekly visits are more likely to describe
their parents as normal or healthy.3

It is important to recognize that visits offer a
critical opportunity for enriching the
relationship between children and parents.
When parents are coached in a supportive and
structured environment, they can learn new
skills and practice others. When parents
participate in visits, it can help ease the
traumatic effects of separation for their
children, and help the parents take a more

made by the child welfare agency to reunite the
family whenever possible, as required under
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permanency outcome.!4 opportunity to gather information about a
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Visits that occur directly following out -of-home
placement can be most effectively supported

with an initial, thorough assessment of the
parent-child interaction, as well as proper
planning for each visit. In this way, visits can be
an opportunity for parents to receive feedback,
encouragement, coaching and mentoring to
develop and try out skills. 15

Lastly, child welfare professionals have the
opportunity before, during and after parent -
child visits to observe and assess a family,
which in turn provides important information
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Visitation can be a valuable diagnostic tool and
provide critical information to assist the

worker, foster family, birth family, and court in
assessing the needs of the child® In this way, a

VIsSITS WHEN THE GOAL IS OTHER THAN
REUNIFICATION

While it may seem contradictory to promote
parent-child interaction when the permanency
goal is something other than family
reunification, for children with a case goal of
adoption, visits can help them understand why
they cannot return to their birth family. The
benefits of visiting for children with the
permanency goal of adoption include:

x  An opportunity for a child and birth
parent(s) to say good-bye to each other
recognizing that a child may eventually
reconnect with his or her birth family;
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to help everyone figure out what is the best
long-term plan for a child.

Simultaneously, supporting and monitoring
visitation and documenting these efforts is
critically important for demonstrating that

x  An opportunity for the parent to
communicate responsibility for the behavior
that is preventing the child from being able
to return to his or her own home; and

x An opportunity for the parent to send the
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child in transitioning to a new permanent circumstances may return to their birth family

family. 19 as soon as they are old enough to initiate
contact themselves. Why? Because of the
Likewise, when children age out of the child attachment they share.
welfare system or when it appears an older
youth is likely to return to their birth family to While these connections are important for
re-establish a relationship, helping youth everyone, attachment is essential, vital and
reconnect first through supported visits can POEPUxI OUPEOI weUUDPOT wEWET
help them understand safety and risk factors Like a young plant that needs constant water
that may still exist in the family. It can also and sunlight, children need to have bonds with
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capacity or limited capacity to change. must be nurtured, cherished, preserved and
nourished.

This connection is especially crucial during the
first few years of life. Infants and toddlers
depend entirely on adults for all of their

physical and emotional needs. The attachment
bonds that are formed between the young child
and their caregivers serve as critical building
blocks for future development and well -being.20

Psychologists have developed theories about
parent-child attachment by studying how

UNDERSTANDING ATTACHMENT, young children behave when they are separated
SEPARATION AND LOSS from their parents. 2

This research clearly documents the benefits of

In understanding how to achieve a child - > e )
maintaining child -parent bonds:

centered approach to visitation, it is important
to first recognize that critical aspects of . L L o
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their connections ¢ their bonds and attachments relatlf)_nshlps arfe atan advant.age
to significant others, including family, friends, 909”'}""9'% :sqmglly aAnq'emE)t!.or]aIIy . o
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associations. . . . o .
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ATTACHMENT greater capacity for self-regulation, effective

Even when parents do bad things or make bad social interactions, positive self- _
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are often the only caregivers they know. Youth coping skills. 2

who have not seen their parent for years due to

parental incarceration, abuse, neglect or other X Attachment security provides a protective

factor against psychopathology by
buffering children from the long term -
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