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Topic: Unparenting


Ideas: Almost invisibly child welfare practice includes processes of unparenting – disconnecting children from their parenting adults.  It starts at intake by over(under)looking resources within a child’s family and community.  While in placement, parenting adults from the child’s life are distanced or disempowered and for adolescents, those who come forward are often considered suspect.  


Discussion: Although we all accept that no government or agency is a good enough parent, we haven’t been aware of just how much we have severed children in care from those who are. In part the dedication and devotion of foster and adoptive parents have masked the process of unparenting that we do by severing a child from his/her connections. As children enter care through a war zone of abuse or neglect we urgently move them away from danger, but we also isolate them from the safety and security of familiar caring adults who may be just beyond that battlefield. We do not expect the embattled parents to be resources in finding safety and security.


The process of being in placement itself is unparenting. We child welfare professionals have decried the medical model for being too disease focused. And yet modern medicine recognizes and accommodates the vital importance of keeping parents close to their children. Although there are great efforts to hold initial planning process within 72 hours of placement, that practice is observed more often in the breach. For a worried child and for concerned parenting adults, 24 hours is an eternity of disconnection. We know that visiting is the key to reconnection and yet we seldom make that a priority. Then there’s the geography of placement and the lost connections to individual and family events.


Most invisible, perhaps truly insidious, is the way we distance children from those who take or might take an interest in them once they are in care. When caring adults, acquainted with the children take a special interest, we almost always find them suspect. For adolescents, caring, parenting adults are always suspect. This is especially so if a professional “boundary” is crossed. We very seldom find a way to nurture such ties into life long permanence. Even when we welcome concerned adults, we often do so patronizingly, i.e. distancing. What will it take for us to recognize and remedy the elements of unparenting that have become such a part of our practice, these unintended consequences of our concern and our protectiveness?  What can we do to insure that once removed, unparenting practices won’t return? 
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