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better together 

Building Blocks to Successful Partnership:  Birth Parents 

What is Better Together with Birth Parents (BTBP)? 

Better Together is an intensive two-day workshop facilitated by one birth parent and one 

staff/ally. 

Better Together aims at fostering equal and mutually respectful partnerships between birth 

parents, child welfare agency staff, and community allies.  

It is our strong belief that birth fathers and mothers have knowledge and expertise found 

nowhere else, and that they must be meaningfully involved if child welfare services are to 

succeed in keeping children in safe, loving and permanent homes. 

 

Some Highlights – The People Involved, Their Stories and The Positive Impact 

The people involved 

 6 Regional BTBP workshops in 2011 

 48 parents and 48 CPS and JJS staff participated at 6 regional BTBP workshops in 2011 

 6 parent leaders and 6 professionals served as facilitators 

 2 Strategic Sharing Workshops in 2011 attended by a total of 12 parent leaders 

 2 Program Specialists partnered to manage and oversee BTBP implementation in NH 

 8 parent leaders and 6 professionals participated at the Pre-Conference Institute offering 

a panel to promote BTBP and the value of partnerships for safety 

 6 parent leaders participated at the Frameworks Annual Summit to bring the parents‟ 

voice and perspective 

The Stories 

 54 powerful  and unique stories. Staff so appreciated hearing what it takes to make 

changes, and how parents experience the system. Parent felt heard and empowered to 

be a voice for change. Some powerful insights: 
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o Most parents come from truly fragile families impacted by a multitude of complex 

issues; 

o Families have had significant history of trauma and most parents experienced 

major loses prior to Child Welfare involvement; (This history of trauma and loss is 

almost never revealed to the caseworker because parent fear it might be used 

against them) 

o Families truly fear our system, and it will take a significant effort on the part of the 

caseworker to help fathers and mothers begin to trust them; 

o Families have a difficult time understanding our complex system; their fears of 

the power of the system to keep their children only compounds the problem; 

o Removal time is especially hard for parents – most fear they will never get their 

kids back; (Even when the worker tells them that the goal is reunification, most 

parents simply do not believe it). 

o Fathers feel they have to work twice as hard to be heard and to have a voice; 

(They perceive the entire system as bias toward mothers) 

o Having access to their children in huge for parents;  planning for that to happen 

the very next day following a removal and then creating a strong plan for quality 

parenting time to maintain the connection between parent and child is a critical 

factor contributing towards reunification. 

o There are very concrete barriers that get in the way of change. These barriers 

include lack of resources and fragmented services. The road to change often 

meets significant obstacles such as financial (paying rent, having enough food for 

the family, and being able to pay other bills), living environment (parents say it is 

hard to stay clean when you live in a setting where dealing drugs is a way of life), 

and competing demands (parents already overwhelmed by day to days 

responsibilities will fail to mange the new tasks resulting from their system 

involvement including meetings, court proceedings, treatment activities, and 

other components of case planning unless the caseworker gains their trust and 

helps them prioritize). 

o When partnering happens early in the process, trust is build, and collaboration 

replaces confrontation, change is more likely to occur and be sustained; (power 

sharing is a great way to create partnering – when workers include parents in 

planning for their children, parents feel that they have a say; conversely, when 

professionals decide, parents feel powerless and demoralized) 
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o There are specific behaviors from professional staff that promote parent 

engagement; those include listening without judging; showing respect for the 

parent as a parent, including the parent in safety planning, including the parent in 

various decisions; providing the parent with clear information as to what will 

happen next; following through on promises; responding to phone calls timely; 

helping parents find concrete help. 

 

The Immediate Positive Impact 

 Immediate impact on parents and staff 

o Parents, staff, and allies report that the actual experience of listening to each 

other is quite powerful and transformative. 

o The story telling component has been very empowering for parents and quite eye 

opening for staff. 

o Better Together is a powerful mechanism to promote parent voice and parent 

leadership. 

o Empowered parents are becoming „parent leaders‟ for the Division – 26 parents 

are involved in committees and in promoting partnering at their local offices. 

o Staffs are getting back to their offices and becoming parent partnership 

“ambassadors”. 

 

Here are some quotes from parents... 

• “This is so validating, to have staff listen to my story without judging.” 

• “The Better Together workshop is so empowering. I came in a little skeptical, but I 

now see that DCYF really wants to help, and really wants to listen to us parents” 

• “This is the first time I told my whole story. It lifted all of that shame I always had by 

having DCYF remove my kids”. 

• “I learned how DCYF staff actually care, not just for the children, but also for us 

parents.” 

• “If my case was open today, I would be able to talk with a social worker without as 

much fear of what could happen.” 
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• “If the situation ever occurred again, I now know that I can trust DCYF and my 

worker”. 

• “It is so great to hear from caseworkers. They are people like us, and they care.” 

• “I am happy that DCYF is given parents a voice and more support. We are in this 

together. I came to the workshop really angry for the way my case was handled, but 

now I see things can get better. I want to help make things better for our children and 

for other parents, so they do not have to go through the same experience I had.” 

• “The puzzle exercise is brilliant. That is exactly how I felt as a parent.” 

• „I am taking a lot from this. I will not be as judgmental of staff. I recognize that I was 

really mean to the CPSWs. You have to understand that as parents we are really 

afraid of DCYF” 

• “I would like to help with other parents who are new to the system, knowing how scary 

it can be.” 

• “I was impressed with how the staff were listening to parents – this was the first time 

staff really listen to me.” 

• “I am happy the system is looking for dads now – more fathers just need a chance.” 

• “I would like to come to other meetings and help other dads.” 

• “I was so impressed with the openness and respectfulness of everyone. Everyone 

listen and gave feedback and the facilitators made us feel safe to share our personal 

stories. This is very powerful.” 

• “This helped me see that I was not alone in my experience, and made me want to 

reach out to other parents to help them.” 

 

 

Here are some quotes from staff... 

• “This was such an eye opening experience. I have a new appreciation for what 

parents need to do to make the changes.” 

• “I will never approach a removal the same way.” 

• “This is so transformative. I now have much more empathy for our parents.” 
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• “Hearing the stories parents shared will change the way I work with families. I will 

work harder to engage them.” 

• “I have a better idea of how to make the birth parent experience more positive. “ 

• “This workshop has put a real person into the parent role and the aftermath of our 

involvement.” 

• “I am now committed to build better practices with families.” 

• “It helped me to hear parents‟ perspectives and learn what really goes on when we 

are involved. I will try the partnership tools to better connect with parents.” 

• “The story telling is quite powerful. I am so humbled by the courage and 

determination of the parents. This was truly an eye opening experience for me.” 

• “I have a much greater understanding and empathy for families, and especially the 

parents involved.” 

• “This workshop promotes open communication and respect between staff and 

parents.” 

• “I would love to work on a support group for parents, so they do not feel so alone.” 

• “Listening to the parents made me understand that I must be open minded, truly listen 

to parents and ask them what can really help.” 

• “Wow, the parents have gone through a lot even prior to coming to us. There is so 

much trauma and loss. I have a new respect for parents and will be much more 

careful when working with them.” 

• “Each story is so unique. I will do much better social studies from now on. Sometimes 

we immediately judge parents thinking that we already know who they are based on 

the little info we have.” 

• “The activities were great and the discussions were excellent. I appreciated the 

conversations following the activities. That really got us thinking and interacting.” 

• “This changed a lot of my thinking and assumptions about parents. I will change the 

way I interact with families.” 

• “Listening to fathers help me really understand the importance of working with dads 

and also of starting where families are at.” 

• “The parents are the BEST resource for workers – and they did such a great job at 

this workshop.” 
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• “Listening to the parents‟ perspective was so powerful and I will change the way I 

approach and work with parents.” 

• “It was so challenging to hear the dads – they all had to work twice as hard to get our 

attention.” 

• “I will make every effort to include fathers.” 

• “This helped me recognize the importance of listening to parents in the work we do.” 

• “Parents helped me understand that they appreciate open and honest 

communication.” 

• “I learned that we could better ensure safety when workers partner with parents, and I 

will make sure that the staff I supervise work in collaboration with families. We talk 

about engaging families, partnering with parents, but it is hard to know what that looks 

like in child welfare. This helped me see what partnership looks like. I will change my 

supervision with field staff to make sure we are truly listening to parents.” 

• “I will make sure I listen to parents before I start advocating for changes. I now can 

see that parents know what will work best for them and their families. At first, I did not 

believe in it. I thought we professionals had the answers. But now I can see that 

together we will find better solutions.” 

• “Parents have knowledge and expertise professionals do not: I now can see that 

better, and I will make sure that I always include the parents in any decisions 

regarding their case.” 

• “I need to do a better job in identifying and working with dads.” 

• “I will promote in my office that all workers should attend this workshop and listen to 

parents.” 

 

 

 

Better Together is having a lasting impact  

 A strong lasting impact on culture and climate within DCYF, as parent involvement and 

leadership is more accepted and embraced by staff. 

 We have now a mechanism to promote parent voice and leadership - 26 parents have 

continued their involvement by joining their Local Offices “Better Together Teams” 

composed by parent leaders and field staff who desire to work together to improve 

practice in child welfare and juvenile justice. 
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 We are slowly building capacity a the State and also Local Office levels – as parents and 

staff learn what partnership look like, and actually experience working together on 

common projects, parent leadership comes to life and staff shift from seeing parents as 

clients to embracing them as partners. This is having a profound and positive impact on 

day-to-day work with families, as staff shift the way they work with families. 

 

 We have a way to involve parents in practice improvement efforts  

o Parents and staff work together to test partnership tools and strategies by 

utilizing the Plan, Do, Study, and Act (PDSA) methodology. Several offices are 

starting with the PDSA called “Parents as Practice Advisors”. This test of change 

aims at involving parent leaders in the efforts to improve practice. Parents 

participate at various teams meetings and offer advise on how to improve parent 

engagement. Parent leaders also help us test such PDSAs. Topics include how 

to support parents during removal process, what is like to have your child 

removed, what behaviors of staff improve collaborative work, what behaviors 

support partnering early in the process (from both sides as it becomes clear that 

partnership is a two way street), quality visits between parents and staff, given a 

voice to parents in case planning and decision making, the meaning of family 

driven care, what workers can do to help mothers who are “gate keepers” to help 

them share information on dads, and what we can do to make family team 

meetings truly family driven. 

 

 

 

 

Contact Geraldo Pilarski, DCYF Parent Leadership Coordinator, if you would like more 

information. Phone: 603 271 0532. Email: gpilarski@dhhs.state.nh.us. 
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