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Kindred Matters, 
Kinship Matters,  
Siblings Matter!  

PRESENTE D BY:  

LYNN PRICE 

KARYN CORPRON SCHIMMEL S 

Introductions 

 Lynn Price 

 Former youth in care, foster 

parent, adoptive parent and CASA 

 Founder, Camp To Belong, 

International 
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Introductions 

 Karyn Schimmels 

 30+ year retired ODHS employee. 

 Independent Consultant, Trainer, 
Mentor, & Volunteer. 

 Adoptive Mom to an Oregon Youth. 

 Founder, Kindred Matters. 
  

What have we learned since the last time 
we shared this stage together? 

Lynn’s Why 
Karyn’s 

Why 
The Data 

Why 
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An Oregon story that was lifechanging… 

It takes a village to raise a child… 

•Raising healthy, happy children is a huge effort  
 
•Input from many people beyond a child’s immediate caregivers 
 
•Support from community, friends, and family members like aunts, 
uncles, and grandparents 

 
Ensures that children learn from  

and are guided by  
multiple caring adults.  
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America’s current foster care system 

•Consists of too many children that don’t have the option of being 
cared for by relatives or other adults with whom they have existing, 
significant relationships .  

•Since the 1930’s, removing children from their families became a 
standard practice, with state agencies like ODHS, placing children 
with non-related foster parents.  

 
It takes a village to raise a child…. 

Today’s 
Learning 
Objectives: 
 

Enhance 
Enhance skills and action honoring the youth we serve by helping 
protect the safe and needed family relationships they need for 
connection and belonging.    

Understand 
Understand your role and responsibility in helping youth 
maintain connections to siblings, family and those they hold 
“K indred”.  

Understand 
The state and federal laws that have been passed to ensure 
that Kindred, Kinship, and Siblings are 1st considerations in 
planning for children. 

Expand Expand knowledge and understanding of what children may 
experience in separation from their siblings and family.   

Enhance Enhance our understanding of the importance of kindred, 
kinship, and sibling relationships to connection and belonging.   
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Let's talk Kindred… 

 Kindred: 

 “The care of children by relatives or, in some jurisdictions, close family friends 
(often referred to as fictive kin). Relatives are the preferred resource for children 
who must be removed from their birth parents because it helps maintain the 
children's connections with their families, increases stability, and overall 
minimizes the trauma of family separation.”   

 “The relationship should be respected on the basis of the family's cultural values 
and emotional ties.”  

 (Child Welfare Information Gateway) 

  

  

Let's talk Kinship… 

 Kinship 

 Children placed in kinship care in Oregon are less likely to re-enter 

foster care once reunited with their biological parents, have fewer 

behavioral problems, and have better cultural and familial 

connections. 
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Let's talk Siblings… 

 Websters dictionary defines Siblings as: 

 “one of two or more individuals having one common 

parent.”  Mariam - Webster 

 

In child welfare, we extend that definition in many states 
across the USA to have a broader context.  

Children’s view of Who is A Sibling 

•Full/half brothers and sisters, including children who were placed for adoption at birth or removed from the home 
for other reasons. 

•Step-brothers and step-sisters. 

•Other children of the child’s adoptive parent(s). 

•Other children living in the home of the parents or relatives who may or may not be biologically related.  

•Children of the partner or former partner of the child’s parent 

•Children of the child’s godparents  

•Other children in foster care living with the child in the same foster family  

•Other youth in group home settings where the youth has developed close, enduring relationships  
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“To the outside world we all grow old. But not to brothers and sisters. We know 

each other as we always were. We know each other's hearts. We share private 

family jokes. We remember family feuds and secrets, family griefs and joys. We 

live outside the touch of time.”  Clare Ortega 
 

Issues in Law 
“Hardly a week goes by that I’m not presented with a proposed 

parenting plan that separates siblings.” 
—Judge Anne Kass 

 
 

• In 1997, the Adoption and Safe Family Act was passed which required states to make progress in the area of 
siblings in foster care and placement with siblings.  

 
• The Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008  gave stronger guidelines to offer  

support to many children being raised by grandparents and other relatives with strong goals in family 
preservation, including siblings.  

 
• 2018 Family First Act, This federal law intent was to overhaul our child welfare systems throughout the country 

and reduce the use of congregate care.  
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Honor and respect for 
the inherent dignity 

of children 

 This is an essential need for 

children! Honor encompasses 

being respected and valued within 

one’s social context and being 

free from oppression. The fact 

that children are minors should 

never imply any difference in the 

degree of respect and honor that 

they are owed as human beings. 

OUR LIFE SPANS 
 

Five times to consider: 

 

 1. Early childhood 

 2. Early/elementary 

 3. Adolescence 

 4. Adulthood 

 5. Old Age 
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Benefits of 
Placing Siblings 
Together 

Children who are placed with siblings show 
greater stability, fewer emotional and 
behavioral problems, fewer placements. 

 

Placement together means that they won’t 
have to experience another loss. 

 

Children are living with someone who has a 

shared history. 

Benefits of Placement Together 

Connection to family helps to give 

children an identity …as well as 

feelings of belonging.   

 

Sibling contact helps children to 

maintain a sense of continuity. 
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Benefits of Placement Together 

Children learn to work through things together. 

Children are better able to adjust to the placement and the new care 

giver. 

Children are with someone who has a shared biological history. 

Sharing holidays, birthdays, graduation 

Compensatory Support 
 

 
 
Siblings represent the “unit of continuity” in a chaotic 
world. 
 

Siblings serve as the bridge between the family of origin 
and the reconstituted family. 
  
Siblings can also help with preserving family memories as 
an “anchor to the past.” 

 
Sibling work can assist in the attachment of the children 
with the adoptive family as well. 
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Strategies that Support Kindred,  
Kinship and Siblings  

 

* SUMMER CAMP:  CAMP TO BELONG OREGON/KINNECT 
EVENTS/KINDRED MATTERS 

 * FAMILY CAMP:  KINDRED MATTERS FAMILY CAMP 

 * JOINT RESPITE CARE 

 * PLAN TIME TO SHARE BIRTHDAYS AND OTHER FAMILY CELEBRATIONS 

 * MONITOR AND SUPPORT EMOTIONS 

  

KINDRED MATTERS, KINSHIP 
MATTERS, SIBLINGS MATTER 

  BELONGING 

MATTERS 



10/21/2022 

12 

Thank you! 

Contact Information: 

Lynn Price     Karyn Schimmels 

303-808-6272   971-219-4434 

price.lynn@comcast.net   karyn.schimmels@gmail.com 

© 
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Sibling Bill of Rights

I HAVE THE RIGHT:

There are adults 
in my life who 
make rules and set 
limits to make sure 
my activities and 
the people in my 
life are safe and 
appropriate.

Oregon Foster Children’s

 Ë To live in the same home as my siblings 
if possible

 Ë To see and talk to my siblings in person, 
through letters, by phone, email or in other 
electronic ways

 Ë To help make a plan that lists how my 
siblings and I will see and talk to each other

 Ë To be able to talk and visit with my siblings 
in a natural setting with privacy

 Ë To be told why I cannot live with, talk  
to or see my siblings if I am not able to

 Ë To have help with transportation so that  
I can see and talk to my siblings

 Ë To live with foster parents who are trained 
on the importance of sibling relationships

 Ë To work with caseworkers who are trained 
on the importance of sibling relationships

 Ë To have continued sibling contact and  
visits encouraged whenever my siblings  
or I are going to be 
in a guardianship  
or adoption

 Ë To be told when my 
siblings who are in 
foster care experience 
life events including 
emergencies or 
changes in their 
living situations

 Ë To request that my 
attorney advocate for me and represent my 
wishes for seeing and talking with my siblings

IF I HAVE QUESTIONS OR NEED HELP, I CAN ASK AN ADULT I TRUST 
OR CALL THE FOSTER CARE OMBUDSMAN AT YOUTH, EMPOWERMENT 
AND SAFETY (Y.E.S), 1-855-840-6036 OR FCO.INFO@STATE.OR.US.

You can get this document in other languages, large print, braille or a format you prefer.  
Contact 503-378-3486. We accept all relay calls or you can dial 711. 

CF 0262 (12/2017)



IF I HAVE QUESTIONS OR NEED HELP, I CAN ASK AN ADULT I TRUST 
OR CALL THE FOSTER CARE OMBUDSMAN AT YOUTH, EMPOWERMENT 
AND SAFETY (Y.E.S), 1-855-840-6036 OR FCO.INFO@STATE.OR.US.

You can get this document in other languages, large print, braille or a format you prefer.  
Contact 503-378-3486. We accept all relay calls or you can dial 711. 

Sibling Bill of Rights

I HAVE THE RIGHT:

Oregon Foster Children’s

 Ë   To live with my brothers and sisters in 
foster care if possible

 Ë   To have the adults in my life help 
me stay connected to my brothers 
and sisters if we are living or 
going to live in different families

 Ë   To help make a plan about 
how I will see and talk to my 
brothers and sisters

 Ë  To be told why I cannot live with, talk to or 
see my brothers and sisters if I am not able to

 Ë   To have foster parents and caseworkers who know  
how important my brothers and sisters are to me

 Ë   To be told if something changes 
with my brothers and sisters

 Ë  To have my attorney tell the other  
 adults in my life how I want to talk  

 to and see my brothers and sisters

Hi brotherHi sister

CF 0262 (12/2017)



• When siblings cannot 
be placed in the same 
home, keep them in close 
distance of each other

• Rethink the idea of visits! 
They should feel casual 
and natural

• Ensure the siblings have 
contact between visits

• Frequently re-evaluate any 
barriers to joint placement 
and the appropriateness  
of sibling contact

• Post the children as  
a sibling group on 
adoption bulletins

• Be open to sibling groups  
of varying ages and genders

• Be understanding of typical 
sibling behaviors

• Build relationships with the 
foster parents of your child’s 
siblings

• Take turns hosting sibling 
visits such as trips to the park, 
sleep overs, day trips and 
celebrations; also consider 
enrolling siblings together  
in sports and activities

• Reach out to your support 
network for help

• Continue to ask about 
the efforts made to 
place siblings together 
and address barriers to 
sibling contact

• Ask about the frequency 
and quality of visits and 
ongoing contact

• Offer to help the 
children ask for changes 
in the sibling visit and 
contact plan

• Become a foster or 
adoptive parent

• Become a respite provider 
to help give foster parents 
a chance to recharge

• Volunteer at your local 
DHS office to help with 
transportation for visits

• Educate your friends 
and family on the need 
for supportive homes for 
siblings living in foster care

The Oregon Foster Children’s Sibling Bill of Rights gives children and youth in foster care specific rights designed 
to protect and strengthen their bond with siblings. These rights include but are not limited to the right:

• To receive a document that lists their rights, and a verbal explanation of those rights

• To be placed in foster homes with their siblings, whenever possible

• To visit and maintain contact with siblings and receive assistance with transportation

• To have a sibling visit and contact plan that has been developed with their active engagement and 
participation and is followed while they are in care

• To be told why they cannot live with, talk to or see their siblings if they are not able to

Oregon Foster Children’s

Sibling Bill of Rights

TIPS AND IDEAS

To see the Oregon Foster Children’s Sibling Bill of Rights poster,  
visit https://apps.state.or.us/Forms/Server/ce0262.pdf.

You can get this document in other languages, large print, braille or a format you prefer.  
Contact 503-378-3486. We accept all relay calls or you can dial 711. 
CF 0263 (12/2017)

Caseworkers Foster Parents, Adoptive 
Parents and Guardians

Attorneys and 
Advocates Community Members

Do you know about these resources?
• Camp to Belong Oregon is a program that reunites brothers and sisters living in separate homes for events of fun 

and sibling connection. They provide weeklong summer camp programs and one day events around the state.

• Department funding is available for adoption and guardianship mediation regarding contact  
and visits with siblings, parents and other relatives.

How can you help promote and strengthen sibling connections? Be creative!







Growing up Without 
Family privilege 

John R. Seita 

A former youth at risk who is now an expert on youth develop
ment introduces the reader to the concept of Family Privilege. 
Individuals who grow up with this unearned advantage may fail 
to recognize the degree to which stable families set the stage for 
their success in life. 

"Words Unsaid ," Melissa T., Age 1 7, 
Brandon val ley High School, 

Brandon, SD. Used with permission. 

"The first thing that happened to him was that he was 
abandoned by the people who were supposed to 

love him most. " 
- Will's therapist in Good Will Hunting 

I too was abandoned. Many times. At age eight, I became 
the property of the Juvenile Court in Cleveland, Ohio. I 

was separated from my mother whose lifestyle included 

excessive drinking, promiscuity, and inner city squalor. 

Over the next four years, I repeatedly ran away from or 

was kicked out of a long string of foster homes and juve
nile centers. For the most part, I grew up without the priv

ilege of a family. The man I called father was prone to 

violence. He nearly beat my mother to death, and that 

marriage ended. I also had a half-brother Jimmy and a 

half-sister Maria, but the court took them away, too. I 
wish that I could remember Jimmy and Maria better, but I 

don't. I have no idea what ever happened to them. 

Ours was the world of poverty, alcoholism, deprivation, 

decay, and madness of the inner city projects. We con

stantly moved, sometimes living in transient hotels. Often 

our utilities were disconnected and we went hungry. A re

port in my case file reads: "When the women's bureau in
vestigated the home, there was no food; there were broken 

beer bottles strewn on the floor and the place was in a 
state of utter dishevelment. The mother had been leaving 

the children unsupervised most of the time. The children 

were all very undernourished." 

On the worst day of my young life, my mother brought us 

three kids with her in a dirty cab to the court building in 

downtown Cleveland. She said she had to talk to a judge 

and told me I was the oldest and should watch over 

Jimmy and Maria. Some people whom I had never seen be

fore took us from my mother to sit on a wooden bench out

side of the courtroom. In a few minutes I heard my mother 

screaming, "No, no, no, no, no!" I ran to the room and 

looked inside to see who was hurting her. I saw her lying 
on the floor rolling around, crying, "I love my babies, 

please don't take my babies away!" I tried to rush to her 

aid, but the workers restrained me. I never lived with my 

family again. 

Fa m i l ies o n  the Edge 

Contemporary society is producing packs o f  kids detached 
from adults. Some roam wild as "mall orphans," while 
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others are banished from our schools and communities. 
Children who do not bond to a caring adult come to be
lieve they are unwanted and unlovable (Bowlby, 1982) . 
The result is anger and aggression, often mixed with 
shame and depression. They target their rage at adults, 
who failed to meet their need for love, and at themselves 
for not deserving that love. Defiant and distrustful, they 
are society'S unclaimed kids. They are forever biting the 
hand that didn't feed them. 

Troubled behavior results when children are deprived of 
the ingredients for positive development. In a healthy 
family, children receive emotional nurturance and guid
ance. In a healthy school, supportive teachers instill acad
emic and social competence. As youth gain independence, 
their peers provide belonging and healthy values. The 
broader community also provides positive support and 
standards through churches, employment, and social or
ganizations. These positive connections inoculate youth 
against a wide range of risks. But a lack of these positive 
connections produce what Lisbeth Schorr calls "rotten out
comes" (Schorr, 1989) .  

In the film Good Will Hunting, Will was an unparented 
youth who grew up in abusive foster homes. We aren't 
told what happened to Will's family or why he is an or
phan and so alone. Maybe Will's parents were killed in an 
accident. Perhaps his mother was a young, single parent 
who gave him up for adoption, or his parents simply got 
divorced and neither wanted Will. Maybe he was taken 
from his home due to neglect or abuse. Whatever hap
pened, Will is deeply wounded, and his feelings of rejec
tion ooze out of his very being. Will has experienced the 
deepest of human loss: he is missing the basic kinds of 
privileges that are provided by stable families and envi
ronments. 

Fa m i ly privi lege 

Family Privilege is defined a s  the benefits, mostly invisible, 
that come from membership in a stable family. Most peo
ple cannot even imagine what life might be like without 
Family Privilege. Only as we recognize the power of Fam
ily Privilege can we begin to grasp how its absence hinders 
development. Bill Buford (1955) notes that family is the es
sential presence-the thing that never leaves you even if 
you have to leave it. 

Family Privilege is an invisible package of assets and path
ways that provides us with a sense of belonging, safety, 
unconditional love, and spiritual values. With Family 
Privilege, children observe parents or older siblings to see 
the effort it takes to be successful in life. Family Privilege 
provides the chance to hope and to dream. 

Parents who provide consistent affection and discipline 
foster the development of Family Privilege. A variety of 
stressors, however, can interfere with normal parenting 
and the growth of family privilege. These stressors include 
hurried lifestyle, work pressure, poverty, divorce, illness, 
disability, criminality, substance abuse, and physical 
abuse. Adults who are extremely stressed or who lack par
enting skills cannot form the secure bonds necessary for 
their children to develop social skills, self-control, and con
science. 

Economist Theodore Schultz (1974) coined the term "hu
man capital" and rooted it squarely in the family. Like fi
nancial resources, human capital accumulates over 
generations and is passed from parents to children. Hu
man capital includes the social and educational skills that 
allow young people to follow rules, solve problems, and 
communicate at a high level. 

Family Privilege is a form of human capital that com
pounds its benefits over time. However, large numbers of 
youth today operate without the support of stable parents, 
an extended family, or even minimal traces of Family Priv
ilege. Even in traditional families, Family Privilege is not a 
given. It must be intentional, not simply hit or miss or 
hope and pray. Those of us with Family Privilege take it 
for granted. Like oxygen, we would never notice its ab
sence unless we were suffocating. 

Loss of privi lege 

The idea of Family Privilege hearkens to Peggy McIntosh 
(1997) who coined the concept of "White Privilege" which 
is strongly influencing multicultural understanding. 
McIntosh suggests that prejudice is more than active dis
crimination; it is also an undeserved status coming from 
unearned privilege. Powerful benefits come with member
ship in a dominant group. For example, men do not worry 
about the possibility of rape when traveling in a new en
vironment, but this is an ever-present concern of women. 
In this nation founded by European Americans, few 
whites feel they risk rejection each time they enter a typi
cal classroom, but such stresses are common to those of 
other cultures. McIntosh provides the following example 
of how white privilege affects her life: 

I have come to see white privilege as an invisible package of 
unearned assets that I can count on cashing in each day, but 
about which I was "meant" to remain oblivious. White 
privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of special 
provisions, assurances, tools, maps, guides, codebooks, 
passports, visas, clothes, compass, emergency gear, and 
blank checks. (McIntosh, 1997) 
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Other examples of white privilege abound: If I am white, 
I can, if I wish, spend most of my time in the company of 
people of my race. I can be fairly sure that my children will 
not come home from school devastated by racial harass
ment. I can be pretty sure that my children's teachers will 
tolerate them without concern about their race. When I see 
police, I am usually certain that they are here to protect 
me. 

McIntosh suggests that we cannot understand the barriers 
faced by "minorities" unless we first understand the ben
efits of whiteness. Likewise, in order to understand the 
barriers faced by those without Family Privilege, we must 
first recognize the benefits of those with Family Privilege. 
Here are a few examples of what it might be like to grow 
up without Family Privilege: 

• As a small child, when I call out at night, I cannot be 
sure anyone will hear me. The people who come and 
go through my house frighten me. I never know if to
morrow I will live in this same home. I can never be 
sure if there will be anything to eat. 

• When I start school, my parents don't attend confer
ences with the teacher, and I would be embarrassed if 
they did. If I am sick, they can't find my mother. There 
is no one to help me with my homework or even to 
wake me on time. 

• As an adolescent, I can't bring friends home without 
being embarrassed. When I get in trouble, no one 
speaks for me. It wouldn't matter because people in 
authority like principals, police, and judges don't listen 
to or respect my parents . 

• As a young adult, no one helps me plan for college 
and career. If life gets hard, I can't ask for a loan or 
move back home. I don't know my relatives or my ge
netic heritage, and I have no family medical history. 
I can never be sure that I am unconditionally loved. 

Family Privilege is best secured in the family. When that is 
not possible, or even the best plan, then Family Privilege 
becomes a community issue. Peter Benson (1997) notes 
that "all kids are our kids." As long as there are any chil
dren at risk, then all our children reside in at-risk communi
ties . Ironically, those children who most need Family 
Privilege from the school and the community are those 
who are the first to be expelled, rejected, or relegated to 
substandard services. 

Those who thoughtfully examine their own Family Privi
lege may come to some disquieting conclusions. Perhaps 
their accomplishments are as much a product of unearned 
privileges and circumstances as of individual effort and 
capacity. Even goals and dreams may be the result of Fam
ily Privilege. 

132 '-f-) reclaiming children and youth 

As a society, we place high expectations on young people 
for achievement and prosocial behavior. However, estab
lishing standards without understanding privilege and 
handicap is like expecting all youths to run a lOO-meter 
dash in twelve seconds. One runner must jump over hur
dles, a second runs uphill, a third attempts to run the race 
on crutches.  Meanwhile, three other runners in the same 
race have a smooth, dry, and obstacle-free track and come 
out ahead of the rest. Many applaud the three winners and 
look down on the others as losers. Only as we recognize 
their individual obstacles can we remove those barriers or 
help the runner overcome them. When youth lack Family 
Privilege, then schools, churches, and neighborhoods need 
to help fill this gap. Often that is not the case. 

John R. Seita, EdD, is an assistant professor at Michigan State 
University, East Lansing, where he teaches in the area of social 
work and youth development. After he was removed from his 
family at age 8, John experienced 15 failed placements in foster 
care and youth facilities. Fighting those who tried to help him, 
John did not begin building stable relationships with adults un
til well into adolescence. This article is drawn from his new book, 
Kids Who Outwit Adults, which is co-authored with a former 
mentor, Larry Brendtro. Published by Sopris West, the book will 
be available this fall. For information, contact the publisher or 
Reclaiming Youth Library at www.reclaiming.com. or call 
1 . 888. 647.2532 . John Seita can be contacted at the Reclaiming 
Children and Youth Editorial Office: 1 . 605. 647.2532 . 
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WHAT'S INSIDE

Kinship Care and the Child 
Welfare System

FACTSHEETS FOR FAMILIES | MAY 2022

What to expect from the child welfare system

Kinship care and the child welfare system

Sometimes grandparents, other relatives, 
or family friends care for children when 
their parents are unable to care for them. 
This arrangement, known as kinship care, 
can occur with or without the involvement 
of a child welfare agency, depending on the 
situation. This factsheet is designed to help 
kin caregivers—including grandparents, aunts 
and uncles, siblings, and other relatives as 
well as family friends caring for children—
work effectively with the child welfare system. 
It also includes resources, such as links to 
more detailed information or places to find 
support, to help you learn about and navigate 
the child welfare system.

The benefits of placement with relatives or kin

Different types of kinship care

Services and how to access them

Children’s Bureau/ACYF/ACF/HHS  |  800.394.3366  | |  https://www.childwelfare.govEmail: info@childwelfare.gov

Conclusion

Involvement with the courts

Permanent families for children

Additional Resources

https://www.childwelfare.gov
mailto:info@childwelfare.gov
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KINSHIP CARE AND THE CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM

Child welfare systems vary from State to State, but they generally are coordinated by public 
agencies, such as departments of social services or departments of family and children's services. 
Caseworkers at these agencies are required by law to ensure the safety, well-being, and permanent 
living arrangements of children. Their responsibilities include investigating reports of child abuse 
and neglect and arranging for services for children and families. 

Child welfare agencies strive to keep children in their homes with their families whenever possible 
by providing services and resources. State and county agencies often work with private child 
welfare agencies to provide these services and resources. Services might include parent education 
or therapy, and resources might include help with child care or housing. Caseworkers help 
parents build protective factors—such as parental resilience, knowledge of parenting, and social 
connections—to help ensure the safety of their children while they're living at home.

When children cannot remain safely with their parents, placement with kin is preferred over 
placement in foster care with nonrelatives. Placement with kin—or kinship care—may provide 
permanency for children and helps them maintain family connections. The term "kin" encompasses 
both relatives (those related by blood or marriage) and fictive kin (those who are unrelated but have 
such a close emotional relationship that they are considered like family to the children).

Deciding Whether to Become a Kin Caregiver

You might have been asked by a relative to care for their children, or you might have been contacted by a 

caseworker through a process called family finding, which child welfare agencies use to identify potential 

family connections. Either way, deciding whether to become a kin caregiver is a big decision. Consider 

asking yourself the following questions: 

 � Am I willing and able to care for children that are not my own?

 � Am I able to provide a safe living environment for the children? 

 � Will my physical or mental health negatively impact my ability to care for the children? 

 � Am I willing to support the children in finding a permanent home, whether that means staying with me, 

reuniting with their parents, or pursuing another option? 

 � Am I willing to participate in or encourage activities for the children that contribute to their healthy 

social and physical development?  

 � How will becoming a kin caregiver impact the other members of my household or extended family?

 � What supports or services might I need to care for the children (and myself)?

https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/preventing/promoting/protectfactors/
https://www.familyfinding.org/
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The involvement of the child welfare system in kinship care varies from State to State since each 
State has its own laws and practices. Child welfare agencies might explore kinship care for a variety 
of reasons, including if a child cannot remain safely at home due to a report of child abuse or 
neglect, the arrest or incarceration of a parent, the death of the parents, or severe parental illness. 
Child welfare agencies also may become involved with the family if parents leave children with kin 
who later contact the child welfare system because they can no longer care for the children.

THE BENEFITS OF PLACEMENT WITH RELATIVES OR KIN

There are many benefits to placing children in kinship care, including the following:

 � Minimizes trauma. Many children and youth who live in kinship care arrangements have 
experienced traumatic events, such as being abused or neglected. Being removed from their 
homes is often a traumatic experience as well, and children may suffer the loss of their parents, 
friends, neighborhoods, and schools. When children live with kin, they are often able to maintain 
connections and familiar supports, which can reduce the trauma of removal and help children heal 
from past trauma.

 � Preserves cultural identity. Having a strong cultural identity can lead to greater self-esteem, 
higher education levels, improved coping abilities, and decreased levels of loneliness and 
depression. Living with kin helps children preserve and strengthen their cultural identities by 
maintaining connections to their communities and culture, including language, food, holidays, 
clothing, and more. Historically, informal kinship care (kinship arrangements that do not involve 
the child welfare system) has been a tradition in many cultures, especially communities of color. 
This long-standing tradition of working together as a community to raise and support each 
other's children continues to prevail in Native and Black communities. More information and 
resources are available on Information Gateway's webpage on the topic, Kinship Care for Diverse 
Populations. 

 � Increases placement stability. Children in kinship care are less likely to experience as many 
moves to various foster homes and families as children in traditional foster care. 

 � Improves behavioral outcomes. Children in kinship care display fewer behavioral problems than 
those in traditional foster care. 

 � Promotes sibling ties. Kinship care increases the likelihood that siblings will live together or 
remain connected to one another. Relationships that children have with their brothers and sisters 
are often the longest lasting relationships of their lives. These relationships can take on even 
more importance for children removed from their parents. If it isn't possible for a kin caregiver to 
provide a home for all the siblings in a family, it is especially important that they help siblings stay 
in touch. These ties can provide some stability and permanency for children.

https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/permanency/relatives/impact/
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/public_interest/child_law/resources/child_law_practiceonline/january---december-2019/supporting-cultural-identity-for-children-in-foster-care/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/outofhome/kinship/diverse/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/outofhome/kinship/diverse/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.childyouth.2021.106000
https://www.aecf.org/blog/what-is-kinship-care
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DIFFERENT TYPES OF KINSHIP CARE

Kinship care arrangements fall roughly into three categories: (1) informal kinship care, (2) voluntary 
kinship care, and (3) formal kinship care.1  There are also other legal relationships that kin caregivers 
can pursue. It is important for you to understand the various forms of kinship care arrangements 
and their benefits to help decide which path is the best for you and the child.

INFORMAL KINSHIP CARE

Informal kinship care refers to arrangements made by parents and other family members without 
any involvement from a child welfare agency or court. In this type of arrangement, the legal custody 
of the children remains with the parents, and the parents can legally take back their children at any 
time. Kin caregivers in these circumstances may have difficulty enrolling the children in school, 
obtaining health insurance, authorizing medical care, and accessing other benefits because they 
do not have legal custody of the children. However, most States have power of attorney laws that 
allow parents to give kin caregivers some temporary decision-making power regarding the children. 
For situations where the parents cannot be found, many States have educational and health-care 
consent or authorization forms that do not require parental signatures. Generally, the only type 
of financial assistance available to kin caregivers in this type of arrangement is the child-only 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) benefit. (See the "Services and How to Access 
Them" section of this publication for more information.)

1 Some organizations are moving away from these terms because they may be offensive or confusing. For example, these 
terms may indicate that a formal arrangement is more important or stable than an informal arrangement or that formal 
and informal arrangements are not voluntary. Instead, terms such as "kin caregivers who have a legal relationship" or "kin 
caregivers who do not have a legal relationship" may be used.

Physical vs. Legal Custody

Physical custody refers to where children live. If your grandchildren or niece and nephew live with you, 

you have physical custody of them. You may feed and clothe them, help them with their homework, and 

take care of them when they are sick.

Legal custody refers to the legal right to make decisions about the children, such as where they live. 

Parents have legal custody of their children unless they voluntarily give that custody to someone else or 

a court takes this right away and gives it to someone else. For instance, a court may give legal custody to 

a relative or to a child welfare agency. Whoever has legal custody can enroll the children in school, give 

permission for medical care, and give other legal consents.

The same person does not necessarily have both physical and legal custody. For instance, as a 

grandparent, you may have physical custody of your grandchildren because they live with you, but their 

parents or the State agency may have legal custody.

https://www.grandfamilies.org/Portals/0/Documents/Education/GU%20Policy%20Brief%20October%202014.pdf
https://www.grandfamilies.org/Portals/0/Documents/Education/GU%20Policy%20Brief%20October%202014.pdf
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VOLUNTARY KINSHIP CARE

Voluntary kinship care refers to situations in which children live with kin, the child welfare agency 
is involved, and the State does not take legal custody. In some cases, children have been placed with 
kin by a court, and in other cases an arrangement is made by the child welfare agency with no court 
involvement. Parents may agree to voluntary placements of their children with kin in order to prevent 
the child welfare agency from going to court to pursue involuntary placements. 

FORMAL KINSHIP CARE

Formal kinship care most closely mirrors traditional nonrelative foster care. In formal kinship care, 
children are placed in the legal custody of the State by a judge, and the child welfare agency then 
places the children with kin. In these situations, the child welfare agency, acting on behalf of the 
State, has legal custody of the children, and kin have physical custody. The child welfare agency is 
also responsible for ensuring the children receive health care and attend school. If the court has 
approved visits with parents or siblings, the child welfare agency is responsible for making sure these 
visits occur. In formal kinship care, children's kin caregivers are often not fully licensed, certified, or 
approved under the State's laws and policies. Consequently, these families may not have access to 
monthly foster care maintenance payments or other supports.  

If you are a formal, fully licensed kin caregiver, you are typically eligible for more financial assistance 
than other types of kin caregivers. When you become licensed, you become eligible for certain 
State and Federal funding programs, such as the Title IV-E Guardianship Assistance Program (GAP), 
described in detail in the "Services and How to Access Them" section of this publication. Many States 
have implemented efforts to fully license more kin caregivers so that more of them qualify for financial 
assistance, allowing more children and youth to remain connected to their families and communities.

OTHER LEGAL RELATIONSHIPS

Depending on the State, there are many legal relationships that kin caregivers can pursue privately 
or with the help of an agency. These include, but are not limited to, temporary guardianship, limited 
guardianship, standby guardianship, permanent guardianship, guardianship by probate court, and  
de facto custody. Definitions and summaries of each of these relationships are available on the  
Care-Custody - Summary & Analysis page on the Grandfamilies.org website. 

These legal arrangements allow legal rights related to the children's care, such as the right to make 
medical decisions, to be transferred from the parents to the relative caregivers in a court. Although 
laws vary from State to State, the transferring of legal rights often requires an attorney to draw up 
papers that are presented in court for a judge's approval. Once some form of legal relationship is 
granted, the kin can often make decisions, such as medical and education decisions, for the welfare of 
the children.

Guardianship is often a permanency goal that the kin caregivers can work toward, either with parental 
support or without it, if the agency and courts decide that's what is in the best interest of the child. 
More information about legal guardianship is in the "Permanent Families for Children" section of  
this publication.

https://www.grandfamilies.org/Topics/Care-Custody/Care-Custody-Summary-Analysis


Children’s Bureau/ACYF/ACF/HHS | 800.394.3366  |  Email: info@childwelfare.gov  |  https://www.childwelfare.gov 6

WHAT TO EXPECT FROM THE CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM

After children are placed in your home, you may wonder what you can expect in your future  
interactions with the child welfare system. This will often depend on the nature of the kinship care 
agreement. Two common situations are addressed in this section: being voluntary kin caregivers and 
being formal kin caregivers.

AS VOLUNTARY KIN CAREGIVERS

In States where voluntary kinship care arrangements are accepted and promoted by child welfare, 
caseworkers are often involved in the following ways:

 � Ensuring safety. Caseworkers may ensure you and your home meet minimal requirements for the 
safety of the children. For instance, most States require that caseworkers conduct criminal background 
checks and child abuse and neglect registry checks on household members. 

 � Visiting. In some States, caseworkers may make periodic visits to ensure children remain in a safe 
environment. Caseworkers may also provide support to kin caregivers during visits.

 � Offering services. Some States have services available for children and families in voluntary kinship 
care. These might include referrals to therapy for children or support groups for family members. 
(More information is available in the "Services and How to Access Them" section of this publication.)

 � Changing the custody status. If children remain in the legal custody of their parents, but the parents 
are not meeting their service plan requirements or are placing children in dangerous situations, 
caseworkers may help kin caregivers petition the court for temporary legal custody of the children. 
Caseworkers also may go to court and petition to have the children placed in the legal custody of  
the State.

Some voluntary kinship cases involve very limited contact with the child welfare agency. Once the 
caseworker has completed background checks on household members, the caseworker may be satisfied 
that the children are in a safe environment and may not contact you again. In these situations, if you need 
help or services, you may need to contact the caseworker or locate community services on your own.

AS FORMAL KIN CAREGIVERS

Formal kinship care arrangements often have the most involvement with the child welfare system.  
Like foster care, the State has legal custody of the children in formal kinship care arrangements.  

Compared to voluntary kinship placement, caregivers in formal kinship care placements have more 
structured involvement with the child welfare agency. This may provide the families with more supports 
and services, but they also may have less flexibility to make independent decisions about the children 
since the State maintains legal custody. The following are some of the ways the child welfare agency may 
be involved in formal kinship care:

 � Ensuring safety or licensing standards. Caseworkers conduct criminal background checks and child 
abuse registry checks on all adult household members in the kin caregivers' home. In addition, they 
might consider the home's size and condition, the caregivers' incomes, others who live in the home, 
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and available transportation. While States have the option to waive non-safety licensing standards, 
most States require kinship foster homes to meet all requirements for foster home licensure. States 
usually give kin caregivers some flexibility in the amount of time they have to meet requirements 
because placement is often unexpected, and some States will waive requirements if they do not affect 
the children's health or safety. Kin caregivers may be offered foster parent training, which in many 
States is tailored to kinship foster parents. Caregivers should ask caseworkers about the pros and cons 
of becoming a licensed foster parent, including what financial and other supports they can access. 

 � Supervision and support. The caseworker will support family members to help ensure the children 
are safe and doing well. This includes making telephone calls and periodic visits to the home. The 
caseworker may also provide referrals for services, such as counseling. In most situations, relative 
caregivers will take the children to health care appointments and work with children's schools. In some 
situations, though, caseworkers have more responsibility for these services. 

 � Arranging visits with parents and siblings. In many situations, the court will mandate parent and 
sibling visits, and caseworkers will work with parents and kin caregivers to arrange for these visits. 
In some cases, kin caregivers may be responsible for providing transportation for the children or for 
supervising the visits in their own home. For more information about how kin caregivers can support 
family connections, go to Information Gateway's Partnering With Relatives to Promote Reunification.

 � Service planning. The child welfare agency will develop a service plan (sometimes called a case plan or 
permanency plan) for each child involved with the child welfare system. The service plan covers two 
major issues:

 – A permanency goal for each child. This is the goal about where that child will live. In most situations, 
the permanency goal for a child is to return to a parent (called family reunification). Many States 
require concurrent planning, which means that the child welfare agency must create a primary 

Family Group Decision-Making, Family Group Conferencing, and Family Team Meetings 

The child welfare system values family input in decision making. One of the ways that caseworkers 

engage families is by hosting group discussions known as family group decision-making, family group 

conferencing, or family team meetings.

These terms are used to describe a meeting or series of meetings arranged by a child welfare agency 

and attended by family members, friends, teachers, and other adults who are important in the children’s 

life. Sometimes children attend as well, especially older youth. The caseworker generally serves as an 

organizer and facilitator. Topics discussed at these meetings may include living arrangements for the 

children, goals for the children, goals for the parents, etc. The meetings may also be used to help build 

protective factors and social supports for the kinship family.

As a kin caregiver, you should be included in these types of meetings. If the children’s caseworker has not 

arranged these meetings, you may want to ask about them.

https://www.grandfamilies.org/Portals/0/Documents/Care-Custody/kin-caregiving-options-dec21%202022-01-10%2022_34_13.pdf
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubPDFs/factsheets_families_partner_relatives.pdf
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/famcentered/decisions/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/famcentered/decisions/
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plan and a backup plan. Often, the primary plan or goal will be to return the child to a parent 
(reunification). If this is not possible, the backup plan may be for the kin caregiver to become 
the child's adoptive parent or legal guardian.

 – Actions that the parents and child welfare agency need to take so the children can be allowed 
to return to their parents or so that another permanency goal can be achieved. For example, 
the service plan for parents who have substance use disorders may state that the parents must 
successfully complete treatment. 

Kin caregivers should be involved in case planning and should receive copies of the final plan. 
Caseworkers should review service plans with everyone involved at least every 6 months to measure 
progress toward goals and decide whether the plan needs to be changed.

Questions to Ask Your Caseworker About Taking Responsibility for the Children

Becoming a kin caregiver can be overwhelming and confusing. It may be helpful to ask your caseworker 

the following questions:

 � Who has legal custody of the children?

 � What rights and responsibilities does legal custody give in this State? Physical custody?

 � May I be involved in developing the service plan and receive a copy of the plan?

 � Will the children or I have to go to court? 

 � Who is responsible for enrolling the children in school, obtaining health insurance, granting permission 

for health care and obtaining it, signing school permission forms, etc.?

 � Are there restrictions about contact with the parents or other family members?

 � How often can I expect someone from child welfare services to visit my home?

 � What are the requirements for me and my home if I want the children to live with me?

 � Are the requirements different if the children are with me just temporarily?

 � What services are available for me and for the children, and how do I access them?

 � Are there restrictions on the discipline I can use (such as spanking) with the children?

 � What subsidies or financial assistance is available? What do I need to do to apply?

 � How can I become a licensed foster parent and receive a monthly foster care subsidy to help meet the 

children’s needs?

 � Will the child welfare agency or social services provide support for child care?

 � Will I receive transportation help to take the children to health-care appointments?
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SERVICES AND HOW TO ACCESS THEM

Child welfare agencies often provide services for kin caregivers and the children in their care. They may 
also refer families to other organizations that provide services. Services and referrals are more likely to 
be available to children in formal kinship care than those in informal kinship care. When children are 
in the legal custody of the State, it is the child welfare agency's responsibility to ensure the children 
receive appropriate assessments and services.

When referring your family for services, your caseworker should ensure the service and the provider are 
appropriate for your family's cultural background. The provider should understand cultural differences, 
recognize potential biases, and provide culturally appropriate services to ensure you and the children 
get the support you need. Information Gateway has a Cultural Responsiveness in Services webpage with 
more information.

THERAPY AND COUNSELING 

Children who have been removed from their parents may benefit from supportive counseling to address 
a range of issues, including any abuse or neglect they experienced, other trauma, and additional issues 
or conditions. Early identification and treatment for trauma and other issues can lessen the short- and 
long-term effects, so it may be beneficial to talk to a counselor early about whether therapy could help. 
For more information about the signs and treatment of trauma, visit Information Gateway's Resources 
on Trauma for Caregivers and Families. Additional resources can be found on the National Child 
Traumatic Stress Network website.

Kin caregivers should follow the progress of children's therapy and counseling and may be asked to 
participate in therapy sessions or use specific parenting strategies with children at home.

FINANCIAL SUPPORT

Kin caregivers may struggle with the costs of providing for the children in their care. Depending on 
a number of factors, including age, income, the child's disability status, and the legal status of the 
caregiving arrangement (i.e., voluntary or foster care), there may be financial supports available.  
The following are some of the programs that may be available to you:

 � The Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program is designed to provide financial 
assistance to low-income families while also helping them become self-sufficient. There are two types 
of grants under TANF for which kin caregivers may be eligible: child-only grants and family grants. 
However, most States do not allow children cared for by fictive kin or family friends to access TANF 
child-only or family grants. To see whether fictive kin are included in your State's definition of relative 
under TANF, review Grandfamilies.org's "TANF Fictive Kin Chart." In most States, child-only grants are 
designed to consider the needs and income of only the children. Since most children do not have an 
income, nearly all children cared for by a relative are eligible for child-only grants. For family TANF 
grants, the State considers the relative caregiver's income. Since these grants are designed to address 
the needs of both the children and their caregivers, these are generally larger than child-only grants.

https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/systemwide/cultural/services/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/responding/trauma/caregivers/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/responding/trauma/caregivers/
https://www.nctsn.org/
https://www.nctsn.org/
https://www.benefits.gov/benefit/613
https://www.grandfamilies.org/Portals/0/Documents/Financial%20Assistance/TANF%20Fictive%20Kin%20Chart%20all%20states%20update%2011-18.pdf
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 � Foster care payments are often available to caregivers in formal kinship care arrangements if they become 
fully licensed foster parents. The requirements for receiving these payments vary from State to State.  

 � The Title IV-E Guardianship Assistance Program (GAP) is a Federal program designed to promote 
permanency for children in foster care. In States that have opted to operate GAP, licensed relative foster 
parents who become permanent guardians may be eligible to receive ongoing monthly assistance for 
the children in their care. GAP provides a culturally responsive alternative to adoption for some kinship 
families who do not want to alter family relationships and allows them to continue receiving financial 
support similar to what they received as formal kin caregivers. As of June 2021, 40 States, the District of 
Columbia, Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, and 10 Tribes had approved GAP programs. For more information 
about GAP eligibility, see Information Gateway's Kinship Guardianship as a Permanency Option.  

 � SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) refers to the Federal Food Stamps program.  
SNAP is available to families with incomes below a certain level. In this case, the entire household's income 
is considered, and the relative children can be included in family size for determining benefit amount. 
To learn more about whether you are eligible and how to apply, visit the U.S. Food and Nutrition Service 
website.

 � Supplemental Security Income (SSI) may be available to children or caregivers who are disabled. This is 
also available to those age 65 and older. Information about SSI benefits is available on the Social Security 
Administration website.

For more information about financial assistance, go to Information Gateway's Resources for Relative and 
Kinship Caregivers: Legal and Financial Information webpage. To see what government benefits you may be 
eligible to receive, including those unrelated to kinship care, go to Benefits.gov.

Navigating Changing Family Dynamics

When you become a kin caregiver, you might experience feelings of anger, sadness, loss, guilt, or a range 

of other emotions. On top of these feelings, you have to adjust to changing family dynamics. 

When you become a primary caregiver, it may be difficult to transition from the role of “spoiling 

grandparent” or “fun older sibling” to the parent figure who establishes household rules and makes 

decisions. It may also be challenging to have difficult conversations with children explaining why they 

cannot stay with their parents. 

Another relationship shift that can be difficult to navigate is your relationship with the child’s birth 

parents. You become responsible for making daily decisions about the children’s lives, which can be 

uncomfortable for the parents who used to make those decisions. It is important that you and the parents 

maintain patience with one another and work together in the best interests of the children.

Information Gateway provides a list of resources to help kin caregivers with changing family dynamics. 

The Wisconsin Foster Care and Adoption Resource Center also offers a tip sheet with recommendations 

for navigating relationships with children, the children’s parents, extended family, and your partner. 

https://www.benefits.gov/benefit/788
https://www.grandfamilies.org/Topics/Guardianship-Assistance
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/systemwide/laws-policies/statutes/kinshipguardianship/
https://www.fns.usda.gov/snap/recipient/eligibility
https://www.ssa.gov/ssi/text-eligibility-ussi.htm
https://www.ssa.gov/ssi/text-eligibility-ussi.htm
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/outofhome/kinship/resourcesforcaregivers/legalinfo/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/outofhome/kinship/resourcesforcaregivers/legalinfo/
https://www.benefits.gov/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/outofhome/kinship/resourcesforcaregivers/familydynamics/
https://www.co.portage.wi.us/home/showpublisheddocument/23626/636858221581730000
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Health Insurance

Many children being raised by kin are eligible for health insurance through either Medicaid or the 
Children's Health Insurance Program (CHIP). Medicaid provides coverage for many health-care 
expenses for low-income children and adults, including visits to the doctor, checkups, screenings, 
prescriptions, and hospitalization. State CHIPs cover many of these costs for children who are not 
eligible for Medicaid, although each State has different rules for eligibility and coverage. In most cases, 
only the child's income is used to determine eligibility for Medicaid or CHIP, not the income of the 
kin caregivers. Your caseworker can help you identify the appropriate agency to contact to apply for 
health insurance coverage through these programs. Every State permits kin caregivers to apply for 
Medicaid or CHIP on behalf of the children for whom they are caring. Medicaid and CHIP do not have 
open enrollment periods, so you can apply any time of the year. Find out more at HealthCare.gov.  

Respite Care

Kin caregivers seeking a temporary break from the full-time care of children may find some relief in 
respite care. Respite care refers to programs that give caregivers a break by caring for children for 
short periods of time—either on a regular schedule or when caregivers need to travel, go into the 
hospital, or otherwise be away for a few days. In some respite programs, respite caregivers come into 
the home to care for the children, and in other cases, the children attend a camp or program away 
from the home. 

Availability of respite care may be limited and may depend on your needs and the needs of the 
children in your care. You can ask your child welfare agency for more information about how to access 
these programs.

Support Groups

Child welfare agencies may be able to connect you to a local support group of other kin caregivers. 
Listings for support groups are also found in the National Foster Care and Adoption Directory. Sharing 
stories with others who have similar experiences can be helpful and can ease the isolation that relative 
caregivers often experience. You may also find kin caregiver support groups online, including on social 
media sites.

Kinship Navigator Programs

Kinship navigator programs are available in some areas to help kin caregivers identify and access the 
services and other help they need to raise children. Navigators can provide information about how 
to obtain health care, financial support, legal aid, emergency services, and more as well as how to 
work with the child welfare and court systems. The navigator may also be able to link caregivers with 
support groups, counseling, and other community services. In some cases, these navigators are peers 
who have firsthand experience as kin caregivers. 

To find out if there is a kinship navigator program in your area, contact your local child welfare agency 
or visit Information Gateway's list of State kinship care contacts and programs.

https://www.healthcare.gov/medicaid-chip/getting-medicaid-chip/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/preventing/prevention-programs/respite/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/nfcad/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/organizations/?CWIGFunctionsaction=rols:main.dspList&rolType=Custom&RS_ID=148
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INVOLVEMENT WITH THE COURTS 

Kin caregivers who are part of the foster care system are likely to have some involvement with courts. 
In most States, this occurs in a family or dependency court. Whenever possible, you should make 
arrangements to attend court hearings. You may even be asked to testify at them. It is important to share 
your view of the situation and to get a full understanding of the court's decisions. It is also important to be 
there to advocate for the children and support them if they appear before the judge. 

More information about involvement with the court system is available in Child Welfare Information 
Gateway's Understanding Child Welfare and the Courts.

PERMANENT FAMILIES FOR CHILDREN 

Permanency is a term used by caseworkers to mean a lasting and nurturing family for a child. Permanency 
planning for each child involves establishing a goal for permanency, setting tasks required to achieve 
the goal, and determining the roles and responsibilities of all involved, including the parents, relatives, 
caseworker, children, and other stakeholders. Common permanency goals are reunification with the 
parents, guardianship, and adoption. When establishing a permanency plan, it is important to make 
sure the children or youth are involved, aware of their options, and given opportunities to express their 
opinions, as possible and appropriate.

REUNIFICATION 

Reuniting children with parents is the first choice of child welfare agencies when this option will ensure 
the safety and well-being of the children and provide a permanent family for them. Each State has 
different laws, but typically, parent reunification can occur when the judge agrees that the parents have 

Questions to Ask Your Caseworker About Court Hearings

Consider asking your caseworker the following questions about court hearings:

 � When and where is the hearing?

 � What type of hearing is this?

 � What will be decided at the hearing?

 � Who will be present?

 � Who will have a lawyer?

 � Do I need a lawyer? If so, who can help me find one?

 � Who will represent the child or children? May I speak to that person?

 � May I speak at the hearing?

 � What is the schedule of future hearings?

 � Can the children speak at the hearing? How can I best support them?

https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/factsheets/cwandcourts/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/permanency/reunification/
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met the goals set out in their service plan (e.g., the completion of substance use treatment). The judge 
decides whether children can safely reunite with their parents based on information from the parents, 
child welfare professionals, other important adults (such as kin caregivers), and often, the children. 

GUARDIANSHIP 

Guardianship is another legal option for permanency that may be especially appropriate in kinship care. 
Federal law encourages States to consider a relative rather than a nonrelative when seeking a guardian 
for children who cannot return home.

When a relative becomes the child's legal guardian, legal custody is transferred from the State to the 
relative by a court. In most circumstances, there is no further involvement by the child welfare agency. 
In guardianship arrangements, parents' parental rights are not terminated. The kin who become the 
child's guardian obtain legal and physical custody and rights and responsibilities to make decisions 
about the children, while birth parents often retain some visitation or other rights. Guardianship can 
be appropriate for families who do not want to alter the family's legal relationships through adoption 
but need to establish a permanent legal arrangement with the children in order to be able to make 
education, health-care, and other decisions for the children. 

There are some subsidized guardianship programs, such as the Title IV-E Guardianship Assistance 
Program described in the "Services and How to Access Them" section of this factsheet as well as State-
funded programs, which enable guardians to continue to receive payments (subsidies) similar to those 
they received through formal kinship care as foster parents. This allows children to have permanent 
family relationships without causing guardians to lose necessary monthly subsidies. In subsidized 
guardianship, there is some ongoing involvement of the child welfare agency, although it is significantly 
less than in foster care. For instance, caregivers may be asked to complete annual forms.

Relational Permanency

Obtaining legal permanency is not always a possibility for some children and youth, and some youth may 

not want to achieve legal permanency. In these cases, kin can still support children by providing relational 

permanency. Relational permanency is achieved through relationships or connections a young person has 

with caring, supportive adults in their life, such as relatives, neighbors, or teachers. Permanency implies 

that the relationship will last and that the adult will continue to provide lifelong support for the youth. 

This could mean they provide a home for the youth to visit during holidays, serve as a person to talk to 

and discuss problems with, or act as a cheerleader by celebrating accomplishments and milestones in the 

young person’s life. Establishing and maintaining relational permanency can contribute to better mental 

health, resilience, educational outcomes, self-esteem, and transitions to adulthood. More information 

about relational permanency is available in Information Gateway’s Promoting Permanency for Older 

Youth in Out-of-Home Care.

https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/permanency/guardianship/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/bulletins-permanency/
https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/bulletins-permanency/
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ADOPTION 

Some kin caregivers choose to adopt the children in their care. Since adoption is often the agency's 
preferred permanency plan for children not returning to their parents, kin may adopt in order to keep 
children living with family. Adoption assistance (payments) may be available to kin families who adopt, but 
they would no longer be eligible for temporary assistance child-only grants.

As with foster care and guardianship, the child welfare agency must ensure the home and prospective 
adoptive parents meet certain State-mandated standards for safety and well-being. In some States, 
standards for adoption may be more difficult to achieve than those for foster care. These requirements and 
standards will apply even for kin who have been caring for the children under a foster care arrangement.

Children can be adopted only after the court has terminated all the legal rights of the parents or the parents 
have voluntarily surrendered all their parental rights permanently. A court must finalize the adoption. 
Depending on their age and the State law, courts will often ask the children if they agree to the adoption. 

Once the adoption is finalized, the relatives become the legal parents of the children, and there is generally 
no further involvement by the child welfare agency after that finalization. Adoption assistance, or subsidies 
for caregivers of an adopted child with "special needs," may be available. (In the child welfare field, "special 
needs" may refer to conditions or circumstances that may make it more difficult to find an adoptive home 
for a child without financial assistance, including membership in a minority group; having a medical 
condition; being a part of a sibling group who should not be separated; or having a physical, emotional, or 
mental disability.) The family may also be eligible for postadoption and permanency support services, such 
as educational services, clinical services, financial or health assistance, and support networks. For more 
information on postadoption services, including a searchable directory of support groups and services, go to 
Information Gateway's Postadoption Services and Support webpage.

Questions to Ask Your Caseworker Regarding Long-Term Arrangements

You may want to ask your caseworker the following questions about long-term arrangements for children:

 � What is the current permanency goal for each child? (Siblings may not have the same goal.)

 � What are options for the children if they can never return to their parents?

 � What are my options if the children cannot return to their parents?

 � Under what circumstances can I receive a subsidy to help pay for the children’s care?

 � Will the legal arrangement be affected when the children turn 18?

 � How will the child welfare agency continue to be involved with my family?

 � How will various permanency options affect services available to the children (e.g., tuition assistance, 

health insurance, independent living services)?

https://www.benefits.gov/benefit/822
https://www.childwelfare.gov/topics/adoption/adopt-parenting/services/postadoption/
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CONCLUSION

Kinship care is an excellent option for children and youth who cannot safely remain with their parents. 
Kin caregivers can sometimes be confused or frustrated working with an unfamiliar child welfare system. 
Using the information in this factsheet can help kin caregivers understand and work with the child welfare 
system to provide the best outcomes, including a permanent family, for their relative children.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES 

INFORMATION ON THE CHILD WELFARE SYSTEM

 � How the Child Welfare System Works (Child Welfare Information Gateway)  
Also available in Spanish

 � State Child Welfare Agency Websites (Child Welfare Information Gateway) 

INFORMATION ON KINSHIP CARE

 � Partnering With Relatives to Promote Reunification (Child Welfare Information Gateway)

 � State Kinship Care Contacts and Programs (Child Welfare Information Gateway)

 � Resources for Relative and Kinship Caregivers (Child Welfare Information Gateway)

 � State Factsheets for Grandparents and Other Relatives Raising Children (Generations United, The 
Brookdale Foundation Group, American Association of Retired Persons, ABA Center on Children and the 
Law, Casey Family Programs, ChildFocus, Children's Defense Fund, and Dave Thomas Foundation for 
Adoption) (also available in Spanish) 

 � Generations United 

 � Grandfamilies State Law and Policy Resource Center (Casey Family Programs, American Bar Association 
Center on Children and the Law, Generations United)

 � Grandparents Raising Grandchildren [factsheet series] (University of Georgia College of Family and 
Consumer Sciences)

SUGGESTED CITATION: 

Child Welfare Information Gateway. (2022). Kinship care and the child welfare system. U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families, Children's Bureau. https://www.
childwelfare.gov/pubs/f-kinshi/

This material may be freely reproduced and distributed. However, when doing so, please credit Child Welfare Information Gateway. 
This publication is available online at https://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/f-kinshi/.
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