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Topic:  “A Placement is Not Permanence”(


Ideas:  Permanence is not a place; it’s a relationship. Conversely, a placement is not permanence either. So what makes it permanent?


Discussion:  For decades we have been equating permanence with the place where a child lives.  That reasoning has kept us from thinking of permanence for children in treatment settings.  A child’s need for treatment has led us to conclude that he or she is unadoptable.  That equation has triggered our negative reaction to birth, foster and adoptive parents who seek residential treatment services as failures. It has even forced those resource parents into “failure” before we have been willing to provide residential treatment services.  But permanent family connections are relationships not placements. Need for treatment does not mean unadoptable and need for support does not mean failure.


Conversely, a placement, even a “stepped-down” placement, is not permanence. A family setting isn’t a family.  Because a child is placed into a family, it may not be permanence for this child.  Because it’s “such a good place for her” doesn’t make it permanent.  Permanence takes work beyond the structure of the living arrangement and even outside it.  That means effective preparation and support for families and for all kinds of connections. It means work with the child, the family and those around them.  A child who has serious medical or mental health issues, who cannot live safely at home, still can have permanence, a permanent, nurturing family connection.


So, what is permanence?  The Child Welfare League America and The National Resource Center for Foster Care and Permanency Planning identify permanence as a combination of intent, commitment, belonging and legal status.  It means we all intend to make this personal commitment for this child to belong to this family, legally, so that he knows and we all know that he belongs.  For children whose faith and trust in such a relationship has been shaken by abuse or neglect, torn by loss of security in their birth families and shattered by multiple moves, this is an active, on-going process, not just a matter of putting a child into a family and hoping for the best.  It means moving persistently toward the goal of life-long connection.  How do we help workers to nurture the strengths of a connection without over-diagnosing the weaknesses? How do we help everyone involved work on real permanence?


What Do You Think?
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