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A Message from the CFSA Director 
 

Dear Parents: 

 

If you are reading this Information and Resource Guide, your child, or children, have been 

removed from your home and placed into foster care.  It is an extremely challenging time, and 

the coming weeks and months will ask much of you: bravery, inner strength and a willingness to 

keep yourself moving forward.  

 

There’s a lot of information to take in and many new people to talk to.  Your “to do” list 

probably feels long and difficult.  CFSA is here to help you and to work with you.  We want to 

see you safely parent your child or children at home, and we know it will take a team effort to 

achieve this goal. 

 

We have written this Guide to give you important information you will need, all in one place.  In 

these pages you’ll find details about what CFSA will be asking of you, and what we will ask of 

ourselves as we go through this process together.   

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Brenda Donald 

Director 
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Introduction: How and Why CFSA Removes Children 
 

District law requires CFSA to have a hotline that receives reports of suspected child abuse or 

neglect.  If a report meets certain conditions, we assign a social worker to look into it, usually 

within 24 hours of receiving the call.  The social worker is required by law to meet with the 

child, family and others to gather information about the abuse or neglect report.   

 

Then, a team of CFSA social workers, nurses and other staff review the information to 

determine if child abuse or neglect happened and, if so, whether the children can still be safe at 

home.  In most cases, the children we serve do stay at home and we work with the family for a 

time. 

 

However, by law, we have to protect children from abuse and neglect and so we sometimes 

must remove children from their home and place them in foster care to keep them safe.    

 

What happens next? 
 

If your child has been removed from your home, you will soon go to court for an “Initial 

Hearing.”  Following this hearing, one of two things will happen:  

 

1. Your child goes home on “conditional release.”  Even though CFSA is recommending 

foster care for your child, the court decides it is safe for him or her to go home with you, 

as long as you are working with CFSA to address the safety issues.  This is called 

“conditional release” because there will be conditions or requirements for you to follow.   

 

2. Your child goes into shelter care.  The Court will decide that your child needs to stay in 

foster care (also called “shelter care”) while CFSA continues to assess your situation and 

work with you to resolve the safety problems. 

 

After this, a trial date will be set for about three months later.  At the trial, your case may be 

dismissed and your child will go home with no further court-ordered interaction with CFSA; or 

your child will go home under certain conditions; or your child will remain in foster care. 

 

What you can do to help your children and family 
 

If the Court decides your child needs shelter care, here are some steps you can take right away: 

 

 Identify relatives or close family friends who can help you, or who might be a placement 
option for your child. 
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 Give the social worker “transitional objects,” to take to your child, like toys, blankets or 
pictures.  These will help make it a little easier for him or her to adjust to being away 
from you. 

 Come to court ready to discuss your family’s strengths and needs. 

 Participate in an “icebreaker” meeting with the foster parents. 

 Go to all scheduled visits with your child. 
 

 

Figuring it all out… 
 

There is information about all of these steps – and more – in this Guide.  Use the table of 

contents on the next page to find what you need.   

 

Another way to get the help and information you need is through CFSA’s Parent Engagement, 

Education and Resource (PEER) Support program.   

 

 
For More Information 
Contact the PEER Supervisor at 202-727-2624 
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Important Names and Numbers 
 

Who Name Phone Email 

Social Worker    

Social Worker’s 
Supervisor 

   

PEER    

PEER’s Supervisor    

Your Attorney    

Foster Parent    

G-A-L    

Judge    

Judge’s Clerk    

    

    

    

 
At the end of this Information and Resource Guide you will find calendar pages to help you 

keep track of your appointments. 
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How We Do Our Work at CFSA 
 

CFSA organizes its work into four categories we call “The Four Pillars.”  They are: 

 Front Door 

 Temporary Safe Haven 

 Well Being 

 Exit to Permanence 
 

The Four Pillars express what we believe about working with children and families, and help us 

in our decision-making. 

 

 
 

 

The road to permanency 
 

Because CFSA believes that foster care should be temporary, we are very focused on 

“permanency” for all the children and families with whom we work.  Permanency is a term that 

means making sure every child has a forever family – a permanent home with parents who are 

legally responsible for their safety and well-being. 
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When we think about how each child can get to permanency, we know that the road can be 

complicated.  But, in almost all cases, the first exit from the road is “reunification,” meaning our 

work together will begin with the goal of your child returning home. 
 

 

 

We begin the work towards permanency starting day 1.  
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Focusing on reunification 
 

If you are reading this Guide, you are at the beginning of your road to permanency with CFSA, 

and working towards reunification with your child or children.  In most cases, the steps to 

reunification follow this general sequence: 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Getting to reunification can take several months, or even up to a year.  During that time, CFSA 

will push you to do the work laid out in your case plan.  If you are not doing the needed work, 

we will move towards other permanency options for your child, such as guardianship or 

adoption.  You will have many conversations about this as you work with CFSA, and there is 

more information about it in this Guide in the section called “Your Case Goal.”    Remember! 

You should also be staying in close contact with your attorney about the work you are doing. 

 
  

Removal of your child and 

placement in foster care with 

a licensed foster parent. 

 

Work to resolve safety issues in your home: 

 Go to therapy, parenting classes, 

substance abuse treatment; make 

household changes…etc. 

 Supervised visits with your child at CFSA 

or in the community. 

 Go to court and team meetings on your 

case. 

Unsupervised visits 
Weekend or 

overnight home stay 
Longer homestay 

Your child returns home 

under “protective 

supervision” (CFSA and 

the court still involved) 

 

Case closed 
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Questions Parents Often Ask 
 

Why do I keep getting different social workers? 
 

CFSA has social workers who are trained to help families in different ways and at different 

points in their case.  The one you first met is an investigative social worker whose job is to 

determine if the report of abuse or neglect is true.  In the first month of your case, social 

workers who specialize in family meetings and in assessment and case planning will also be 

working with you. 

 

Your “on-going” social worker will be the main person you will work with throughout your case.  

If your child moves to a Maryland foster home, or your social worker leaves his or her position, 

you will be assigned a different “on-going” social worker.  There is more information about 

building a working relationship with your social worker later in this Guide. 

 

Who can be the foster parent for my child? 
 

Any member of your family, or a close family friend, can become a foster parent for your child 

once they are licensed by CFSA.  The home and foster parents must meet regulations and 

background check requirements to show they can provide a safe living environment for your 

child.  

 

Your family member or friend may be able to get a temporary license, so they can become a 

foster parent for your child more quickly.  Any CFSA social worker you talk to can help you get a 

relative or family friend connected to the licensing process. 

 

When will my child come home? 
 

Most parents working with CFSA want to know how long it will take for their child to come 

home.  While this is a completely understandable question, each case has its own 

circumstances and goals, so there is no single answer.  In most cases, however, the process 

takes longer than days, weeks or a month.  It can take several months, or even up to a year.  

 

You should prepare yourself mentally for the hard work it will take to meet your case goals and 

resolve any safety issues in your home.  You can speed up your child’s return by closely 

following all court orders and action steps in your case plan, working together with your 

attorney and your social worker, and making all of your visits with your child.  If you are not 

doing the needed work, CFSA will move towards other permanency options for your child, such 

as guardianship or adoption. 
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Tip!  Don’t wait for CFSA to get started or to take action – be proactive about 

making appointments and getting started on the steps in your case plan. 

 

 

How can I change my visit schedule? 
 

Typically, when your case first opens, you will have weekly supervised visits with your child.   

Most parents want to move as quickly as possible to more frequent visits, and then to 

unsupervised and/or weekend visits with their children.  Your visit schedule is generally left up 

to you and your social worker, based on the facts of your case and any safety concerns that are 

present.  The social worker will be looking to see how the services and supports you are 

involved in are having a positive impact and changing the circumstances that led to the removal 

of your child. 

 

Working the steps in your case plan and coming to all of your scheduled visits is the best 

strategy for changing your visit schedule.  Talk to your attorney and your social worker about it. 

 

Why is the social worker getting involved in my visits and watching me?   
 

Your visits with your child are one of the most important factors in how quickly he or she comes 

back home.  The judge will always ask CFSA whether you have been making all your visits and 

how they are going.  And, the visits are the main way for you to learn, practice and show CFSA 

your parenting skills.  This is why CFSA social workers and PEERs will be in the visits with you 

and will be observing and coaching.   

 

 

Tip!  Your visits with your child are the only opportunity your social worker has to 

see your parenting in action.  Plan activities for your visits that allow you to show 

off your best parenting self. 

 

 

There is more information about this in the section of the Guide called “Visiting With Your 

Child.” 

 

When my child comes home, what do I need to do to keep them there? 
 

When your child comes home, he or she will be under a court order called “protective 

supervision.”  This means that CFSA is required to monitor your and your child’s progress every 

few weeks and report to the judge.  Protective supervision usually lasts for a few months.  CFSA 
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will be looking to make sure you are following through with all the conditions of protective 

supervision and that your home remains safe for your child – that the problems leading to 

removal have not returned.  The G-A-L (described in the “Lots of New People in Your Life” 

section of this Guide) also plays an important role in making recommendations to the court.  

Your attorney can tell you more about the role of the G-A-L in your case. 

 

You can get through this period successfully if you remain cooperative with your social worker 

and continue to follow your court orders and case plan.   

 

How can I do this?  I am so angry and depressed. 
 

You have just experienced an enormous and frightening loss.  The pain of this situation can 

make it difficult to maintain sobriety, stay out of depression, or care for yourself and others in 

your home. 

 

Although strong feelings of anger and sadness are to be expected, if at any time you feel 

overwhelmed and think you may be experiencing a mental health crisis, talk to your social 

worker about connecting you to a Core Service Agency that can provide you with therapy, 

medication management and other help.  You can also call the “Access Help Line” at 1-888-793-

4357, to make the connection yourself. 

 

Most parents in your situation find that this is a good time to reach out for support from 

trusted friends and family members.  If you are working with a CFSA PEER, they can also be a 

big help.  PEERS host monthly support groups for parents who have experienced the removal of 

their child. This safe, PEER-led environment can help you process what you’re going through 

with people who understand. 
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Lots of New People in Your Life 
 

Since your first contact with CFSA, many social workers, agency staff, attorneys and others have 

begun to get in touch with you.  It can be hard to keep everyone straight, understand their 

different roles, and know what each person expects from you. 
 

People from CFSA: 

 The Child Protective Services (CPS) Social Worker.  When CFSA received a report that 
your child might be at risk, a CPS Social Worker was assigned to the case.  This social 
worker came to your home, met with you, your family, and other members of your 
community to determine whether or not your child had been abused or neglected, and 
whether it would be necessary to remove the child from your home in order to keep 
them safe. 

 The On-Going (or “Permanency”) Social Worker.  Once your child was removed from 
your home, your case was transferred from the CPS Social Worker to your On-Going 
Social Worker.  The On-Going Social Worker is the person who will be leading your case: 
working with you and your child and coordinating all activity. 

 A PEER.  CFSA PEERs (Parent Engagement, Education and Resource Support Specialists) 
are workers who have personal experience with getting their children back from foster 
care.  PEERs do a one-on-one orientation with all parents who have their children 
removed, and may be assigned to work closely with you for six-months, to help you 
resolve the reasons your children came into foster care.  This longer PEER assignment 
will be discussed at your Initial Case Planning Meeting. 

 The FTM Coordinator.  Following the removal of your child, a staff member from CFSA’s 
Kinship Program will contact you to schedule a Family Team Meeting, or “FTM” (you 
may have already had one FTM before your child’s removal).  This FTM Coordinator may 
also stay in touch with you after the meeting to help with any follow-up action steps.  
There is more information about FTMs in the “Many Meetings” section of this 
Handbook. 

 The Icebreaker Coordinator.  Another CFSA staff member will be in contact to schedule 
a meeting between you and the foster parent who is caring for your child.  This meeting 
is called an “Icebreaker.”  There is more information about Icebreakers in the “Many 
Meetings” and “Your Relationship with the Foster Parents” sections of this Handbook. 

 The Social Worker from “OWB” (the Office of Well-Being).  About a week or so after 
the removal of your child, a social worker from the Office of Well Being will contact you 
about coming to the “Initial Case Planning Meeting.”  At this meeting, more detail will 
be discussed about why your child was removed from your home and what steps you 
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will need to take for them to return safely.  There is more information about the Initial 
Case Planning Meeting in the “Many Meetings” section of this Handbook. 

 

People from the court system: 

 Your attorney.  On your first day in court, the judge will assign you an attorney.  Your 
attorney is your legal representative and works for you and your interests.  Talk to your 
attorney about any concerns you have, and about what you can and should discuss with 
all the other people involved in your case.  

 The Assistant Attorney General (AAG).  The AAG is the lawyer for the D.C. Government 
who represents CFSA. The AAG will present evidence to support the claim that your 
child was abused or neglected. The AAG will represent CFSA at all hearings.  You should 
not talk to the AAG about the case without your own attorney present.  

 Your Child’s attorney.  The attorney for your child, who is appointed by the court, is 
called the Guardian Ad Litem, or G-A-L.  The G-A-L will talk to and visit your child, explain 
to your child what is happening in the case, and tell the judge how your child is doing. 
The G-A-L also tells the judge what he or she believes would be best for your child.  

 The “CASA” (Court Appointed Special Advocate).   CASAs are court-appointed, trained 
volunteers from the community who work to build a supportive relationship with your 
child and find out how he or she is feeling and doing in foster care.  A CASA may file a 
written report or come to the court hearing and report directly to the judge.  CASAs also 
talk with CFSA social workers about your child. 

 

There is more information about court in the section of this Guide called “Understanding the 

Court Process.” 
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The First 30 Days 
 

For the first month or so following the removal of your child, there will be a lot of activity on 

your case. 
 

You will… 

 Meet with a PEER for an orientation. 

 Meet with your attorney and attend court hearings. 

 Attend a Family Team Meeting and the Initial Case Planning Meeting. 

 Attend an Icebreaker with the foster parent caring for your child. 

 Complete an “affidavit of paternity” (if needed) and provide information about family 
members who might be helpful with your case. 

 Sign information releases for medical, school, and other records, so social workers can 
talk with therapists or others working with you and your child. 

 Help develop and sign your case plan. 

 Regularly meet with your on-going social worker and potentially with a PEER.  

 Have an assessment with your social worker about your strengths and challenges. 

 Have the opportunity to visit with your children.  In some very rare situations, you may 
not be granted visits with your child.  Talk to your attorney about this.   

 

Your social worker will… 

 Get your child’s clothing and personal items from your home and bring them to the 
foster home. 

 Get any medications your child needs. 

 Arrange for your child to be transported to his or her current school, or arrange for a 
transfer if needed. 

 Meet with your child each week. 

 Meet with your extended family members and others in your community to get them 
engaged in helping you. 
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 Request your child’s birth certificate, social security and health insurance cards from 
other government agencies. 

 Begin referring you to services and resources that were either ordered by the court, or 
decided on at the team meetings you have attended. 

 

Your child will… 

 Have full physical and dental exams. 

 Have assessments on his or her emotional and cognitive functioning. 

 Face many complicated and difficult emotions while getting used to being in a new 
place. 

 Visit with you and with any siblings in foster care who are not in the same foster home. 
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Building a Working Relationship with Your Social Worker 
 

Building a working relationship with your social worker has one very important purpose: to help 

you achieve the goals in your case plan so your child can come home.   

 

Sometimes building this relationship is easy – a social worker and family hit it off right away.  

The personalities are a fit and everyone finds it easy to communicate and work together.   

 

But often it takes some time and effort to make the relationship work.  You may not feel 

comfortable or trusting right away.  This is perfectly understandable.  But it is also true that 

your child is likely to come home faster if you and your social worker can work well together as 

a team. 

 

Here are some things you can do to help build a working relationship with your social worker: 

 

 Show respect and consideration.   

 If you are feeling upset, frustrated or angry, take the time you need to cool off and then 
start again. 

 Communicate clearly and openly. 

 Be honest and upfront. 
 

You can also expect your social worker to do his or her part to build the working relationship.  

Your social worker should: 

 

 Be respectful, reliable, and return your calls promptly. 

 Treat you and your family members as equal partners in the process. 

 Recognize that your time is valuable, and be thoughtful and prepared for each meeting 
with you. 

 Follow-up on agreed-upon tasks. 
 

Working your case plan together 
 

As you and your social worker work together on your case plan, there may be times when you 

feel you are not on the same page about it.  Your social worker will want to see a lot of work 
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from you.  They will make determinations about your progress, based on their observations and 

opinions, and report these to the court.  

 

This may feel unfair.  But you can be the deciding factor in how your case moves forward by 

staying with it and not giving up.  Don’t wait for CFSA to get started or to take action – be 

proactive.  And be cooperative to the greatest extent possible for you.  

 

Tip!  Make sure your social worker is very specific about what CFSA wants to see 

from you.  It should be written in detail in your case plan, and you should have a 

copy of the plan. If you have questions or are unsure, ask!  If everyone is clear 

about the expectations from the beginning, conflicts will be less likely later on. 

 

 

What if it just isn’t working? 
 
If you feel you have tried your best to build a working relationship with your social worker and 
it just isn’t happening, get in touch with his or her supervisor to discuss your concerns.   
 
If you try that, and still don’t feel the issue has been resolved, you can call the CFSA 
Ombudsman – a staff person whose job is to hear your concerns, do an independent review, 
and work with everyone involved to find a resolution.   There is more information about the 
Ombudsman in the “When You Have Issues or Concerns” section of this Guide. 
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Many Meetings 
 

During the first month or so following the removal of your child, you will be asked to attend 

many meetings and court activities.   

 

Meeting 

Name 
Purpose of the Meeting Who’s There When Where 

Family 
Team 
Meeting 
(FTM) 

Go over what has happened and 
begin to identify steps to help 
your child return home safely. 
 
Tip!  Bring to the FTM: 
■ People who know you well 

and can support you. 
■ Documentation (and contact 

information) for services you 
are in or have already 
completed. 

■ A vision for what you need for 
your children to come home. 

■ An open mind! 

■ You 
■ Extended Family 
■ CFSA social 

workers 
■ PEER 
■ Lawyers 
■ Nurses 
■ Other support 

people and 
involved 
professionals 

Usually 
within 72 
hours of 
removal 

CFSA 

Orientation 
to CFSA 

Learn some basics about CFSA and 
what you can expect in the 
coming weeks and months. 

■ You  
■ PEER 

Usually 
1-5 days 
from 
removal 

A place 
that’s 
convenient 
for both of 
you 

Initial 
Court 
Hearing 

CFSA and the G-A-L each make 
their cases for whether or not 
your child should stay in foster 
care. Your attorney makes your 
case. The judge decides where 
your child will live until the next 
court hearing. 
 
Tip!  You may be feeling angry 
and upset, but when you come to 
court, present your best self.  
Don’t “be” what they put on paper 
about you.  Talk to your attorney 
about what you want to say in 
court and the best way to get your 
message across. 

■ You 
■ The judge assigned 

to your case 
■ Your attorney 
■ CFSA’s attorney 

(called the AAG) 
■ CFSA social worker 
■ GAL and/or CASA 

Within 
72 hours 
of 
removal 

DC Superior 
Court 
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Meeting 

Name 
Purpose of the Meeting Who’s There When Where 

Initial Case 
Planning 
Meeting 

Identify 1-3 issues that are the key 
to having your child safely return 
home.  Decide whether you will 
work with a PEER for 6 months 
 
Tip!  Bring the same things you 
brought to the FTM 

■ You 
■ CFSA social worker  
■ PEER 
■ Professional 

specialists 
■ foster parent 

Usually 
within 15 
days of 
removal 

CFSA 

Icebreaker Meet the foster parent and get to 
know each other a little bit.  Share 
information about your child and 
develop a communication plan.   
 
Tip!  Bring for your child: 
■ “comfort items” like a stuffed 

animal, picture or toy.   
■ Recipes for favorite meals. 
■  Haircare products and 

instructions. 

■ You 
■ CFSA staff 
■ Foster parent(s) 
■ PEER 

Usually 
within 1 
week of 
removal 

CFSA 

Mediation Outside the courtroom, a 
discussion to try to come to 
agreement about whether your 
child was abused or neglected.  
Services and visitation are also 
discussed. 

■ You 
■ Mediator 
■ Attorneys for you 

and CFSA 
■ CFSA social worker 

Within 
30 days 
of the 
initial 
hearing 

Multi-Door 
Dispute 
Resolution 
Division 
410-A E 
Street, NW 
202-879-
1549 

 

 

A PEER, on-going social worker and your attorney can help answer any questions you have 

about these meetings. 
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The Role of Your Family in Your Case 
 

CFSA is a “Kin First” agency.  This means we always try to keep children with family members, 

or with very close family friends, sometimes known as “fictive kin.”  In order to do this, we will 

search for, and talk to, people on both sides of your family who might be able to take care of 

your child and/or help you take the steps needed to have your child come home. 

 

Here’s what this looks like: 

 At removal.  When your child was being removed, the CPS Social Worker asked you for 
the names of relatives or fictive kin who might be able to be a caretaker. 

 Diligent Search.  Generally, every 90 days CFSA does “Diligent Searches” for your 
relatives, looking through public records and making calls and visits to find and talk to 
them. 

 Licensing a home.  If your child was placed with a family member, he or she is going 
through the process of becoming a licensed foster parent.  This involves background 
checks, finger-printing, training and many other steps. 

If the agency was not able to find a kin placement, and your child was placed in a 
traditional foster home, you still have an opportunity to help identify family members 
who can become licensed as a foster parent for your child. 

 Family Team Meetings. Your family members are invited to participate in Family Team 
Meetings (FTMs) to help you work towards reunification with your children. 

 Providing support. CFSA will ask your family members to commit to helping you achieve 
your case goals – by being supportive, helping with transportation, or participating in 
visits with your child. 

 Permanent resource.  Down the road, your family members may be asked if they are 
willing to be a “permanent resource” for your child, meaning by becoming their 
guardian or adopting them if need be. 
 

Families are complicated, and you may feel angry or uncomfortable about how much they are 

being included “in your business” – especially if they haven’t been around or there are conflicts. 

 

We get it.  But, the fastest and best way to get a child out of foster care is by engaging their 

extended family.  CFSA will work with you and your family members to resolve issues and build 

a cooperative team. 
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Tip!  Because CFSA will cast a wide net looking for your family, it’s helpful to have an 

open conversation early on about the various people who may come up.  Help direct us 

to relatives who can best support you.   

 

The search for family is an on-going process.  So if you remember someone you forgot to 

mention, be sure to tell your social worker.   
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Your Case Goal 

 
When a child is placed in foster care, “Reunification” (meaning when a child returns home) is 

almost always the goal.   But, in order to keep children’s time in foster care as short as possible, 

CFSA may have to look at other goals as well.   

 

Here’s how that works: 

 At 6 months: When your child has been in care for about 6 months, the court will hold a 
“Review of Disposition Hearing” so the judge can find out how things are going.  The 
case goal won’t be changed from reunification at this time, but if your efforts have not 
been strong, CFSA may tell the court that a goal change could be needed, and that we 
are starting to look at options like adoption or guardianship. 

 At 12 months: If your child is still in foster care after 12 months, a Permanency Hearing 
will be held.  If CFSA has not seen enough progress on resolving the issues that resulted 
in the removal of your child, we will likely recommend to the court that the goal for your 
child be changed from reunification to adoption or guardianship.  CFSA does not want 
your child to remain in foster care for too long. Through your attorney, you will have the 
opportunity to say what your position and plans are. The judge will make the final 
decision. 

 

This is why it is so important for you to “hit the ground running” when it comes to working with 

CFSA. We hope you will take every opportunity to: 

 Do what’s in your case plan. 

 Go to all scheduled visits with your children.  

 Meet the foster parents at the icebreaker and then work to build a relationship with 
them. 

 Go to all of the team meetings about your case.  
 

“Concurrent Planning”    
 

When it comes to your case goal, you may hear social workers or attorneys use the expression 

“concurrent planning.”  This means that while CFSA is helping you work towards reunification, 

we will also be exploring guardianship or adoption, within your extended family or, possibly, 

with people you don’t know. 

 

Concurrent planning may feel confusing and unfair to you.  However, it has been proven to help 

cases move faster, so your child’s time in foster care can be as short as possible. 
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You have a role to play in concurrent planning:  

 Work your case plan! 

 Work with CFSA to identify important people in your child’s life who could become a 
potential adoption or guardianship resource, if needed. 

 Build a strong relationship with the foster parents in case adoption or guardianship 
becomes necessary and there are no family members available to care for your child. 
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Understanding Your Case Plan  
 

All families working with CFSA have a “case plan.”   This is the document that everyone – you, 

your family members, CFSA social workers, attorneys, and the judge – will use to keep track of 

progress on your case and to make important decisions. 
 

What’s in my case plan? 

 Your case goal.  Your case plan states the goal for your case: reunification, adoption or 
guardianship. 

 The issues to be resolved.  Your case plan lists a small number of issues (usually 2 to 3) 
that are directly related to why your child came into foster care, and that need to be 
resolved in order for him or her to go home. 

 Action steps.  Your case plan lays out the action steps needed to get to your goal.  These 
are developed by you and your “team” (the social worker, a PEER if one has been 
assigned, family members, and other professionals you have been involved with, like 
your lawyer or therapist).  Sometimes the judge will add action steps to the list.  The 
case plan also keeps a record of all the work you do on your action steps.   

 Background information.  Your case plan has basic identifying information about your 
family and child (dates of birth, addresses, etc.).  It also has results of all of the 
assessments, evaluations and tests that have been completed on any family members.  

 

How is my case plan developed? 
 

The information in your case plan is developed during the many meetings and discussions that 

happen in the first few weeks after your child comes into foster care. 

 

Once the plan is complete and everyone is in agreement with it, you will be asked to review and 

sign it.  It will then be CFSA’s job to make sure you have the help and support you need to take 

the action steps in the plan. 

 

Tip!  If you have ANY questions about what’s in your case plan, be sure to talk 

with your social worker, attorney, and/or a PEER about them.  And make sure to 

keep a copy of it – you can put it in this binder! 
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Your Relationship with the Foster Parents 
 

As you begin your work with CFSA, you might find that you have lots of different feelings about 

the foster parents caring for your child: 

 You may feel angry about the fact that they have your child and you don’t. 

 You may feel grateful they stepped-in to help when you were struggling. 

 You may feel ashamed or embarrassed about the reasons your child was removed, and 
believe they will judge you. 

 You may be worried they are looking to replace you in the eyes of your child. 
 

All of these feelings are understandable.  But, the fact is that foster parents (including if they 

are members of your own family) have two main jobs:  

 

1) To provide temporary care for your child until he or she is able to return home safely, 

AND 

2) To help and support you in reunifying with your child. 

 

We encourage you to talk about, and try to work through, any concerns you have about the 

foster parents, and come to a place of acceptance as soon as possible.  This doesn’t mean you 

have to agree with everything they do, or go with every decision they make.  It means that you 

and the foster parents are able to communicate, solve problems, plan activities and make 

decisions together.  This is called “Shared Parenting.” 
 

How “Shared Parenting” Can Help You 
 

When you work together with the family caring for your child, there are many positive results: 

 Your child will feel very comforted to know that everyone’s talking to each other and 
there’s no need to feel “split.” 

 Your child will have an easier time adjusting to a temporary home, and then adjusting 
back to yours when it is safe to do so. 

 The length of time your child is in foster care will likely be shorter. 
 

Building a relationship with the foster parents usually starts with an “Icebreaker” – a facilitated, 

in-person conversation so you can get to know each other a bit, share important information 

about your child, and make a plan for communicating with each other.  At the end of the 



 
 

Information and Resource Guide for Birth Parents  22 
 

Icebreaker, you will each get a copy of that plan, and your social worker will check-in to see 

how it’s going.   

 

After the icebreaker, shared parenting looks different for every family.  Here are some 

examples. 

 

Small shared parenting steps:  

 

 Regular communication by text, email or phone. 

 The foster parent gives you updates about what your child has been doing, or asks for 
your thoughts about how to help your child feel more comfortable. 

 The foster parent uses activities and routines (like bedtime prayers, stories or songs) 
you recommend. 

 

Medium shared parenting steps:  

 You and the foster parent go to your child’s medical appointment or parent-teacher 
conference together. 

 The foster parents help out during parent-child visits. 

 You go to a CFSA family activity together. 

 The foster parent calls you to help your child with homework, or to talk with your child 
after they win an award or have a particularly good day. 

 The foster parent asks for your help in having your child follow-through on regular 
household tasks like cleaning their room or taking out the garbage. 

 

Larger shared parenting steps:  

 

 You go to foster family events or activities like reunions, outings, or church.  

 You and the foster parents plan an event together (like your child’s birthday party).   

 The foster parent helps you with some parenting skills that might be hard for you. 
 

Everyday decisions about your child  
 

CFSA has guidelines for who gets to make decisions about children’s daily activities while they 

are in foster care.  The purpose is to make sure children can live as “normal” a life as possible by 
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doing things like joining a sports team, having a sleepover at a friend’s house or taking a school 

trip.    

 

To provide a “normal” experience, foster parents need to be able to make many daily decisions.  

But, they do not get to make all decisions: 

 

 If an activity the foster parent wants to do with your child conflicts with what’s in the 
court order, the court order must be followed. 

 Unless your parental rights have been terminated you have the right to visitation, and to 
making decisions about religion, education, and medical care.   If an activity conflicts 
with any of these things, your rights come first. 

 CFSA has policies that define things like “extended stays” or “higher than normal risk of 
injury.”  If an activity conflicts with CFSA policy, the policy has to be followed. 

 Your preferences – such as whether your child joins a football team or gets hair coloring 
– must be taken into account. 

 

Once court orders, CFSA policy and your rights and preferences have been taken into account, 

the foster parent is allowed to make decisions about your child’s daily activities. 
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Visiting with Your Child  
 

Under most circumstances, you will be able to visit with your child every week.  Sometimes the 

court orders a different initial visiting schedule based on a family’s situation.  If you are not 

happy with your schedule – the number of visits or their length — you should discuss it with 

your attorney and your CFSA team.   

 

Four different types of visits 

 

 
 

Here are some other important things to know about visits: 

 CFSA has rooms set aside with toys, books and comfortable furniture.   

 You can bring snacks or meals for your child, and books and toys from home that they 
may enjoy. 

 The visit location can be changed as your case moves forward, as long as the court order 
permits it.  If not, talk with your attorney about having the court order changed. 

 A CFSA social worker (either your social worker or a Family Support Worker, called an 
“FSW”) will probably be the one to bring your child to the visit. The foster parent may 
also bring your child.   
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 For supervised visits, your social worker, a PEER (if one is assigned) or another adult will 
stay in the room to help and supervise the visit. 

 If you had more than one child removed, and they aren’t in the same foster home, they 
will visit with each other at least monthly.  Sometimes these sibling visits will be with 
you, sometimes they will be without you. 

 

Visits bring-up strong feelings  
 

Parent-child visits can bring-up strong feelings all around. 

 

You will probably be very eager to see your child.  You may also feel worried about it: what will 

it be like for you to be together with someone else in the room watching?  Will your child be 

angry at you?  What should you say? What will you do together?  

 

Your child will also be dealing with a lot of different feelings: love, anger, hurt, sadness and 

confusion all at the same time.  It may be very hard for everyone to say goodbye at the end. 

 

Tip!  Before your visit, talk through your feelings with your social worker, a PEER 

and other supportive people in your life so you can spend time with your child in a 

calm and loving state of mind.  They can also help you figure out how to answer 

difficult questions from your child. 

 

The Social Worker and foster parent will help your child talk about his or her 

feelings as well.   

 

 

Why your visits are so important 
 

Your visits with your child are one of the most important factors in how quickly he or she comes 

back home.  The judge will always ask whether you have been making all your visits and how 

they are going.  The visits are also the main way for you to learn, practice and show CFSA your 

parenting skills.   

 

Because the visits are so important, CFSA staff will use them to coach and guide you on 

parenting skills related to your child’s removal.  For example: 

 If the court found that you neglected your child, the visits are a time to practice new 
ways of being attentive.   
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 If the court found that you used inappropriate discipline, the visits are a time to learn 
and show new ways of managing your child when their behavior is challenging. 

 

Tip!  Plan your visits with your social worker beforehand.  What activities do you 

want to do?  What supplies might you need (CFSA may have them on hand!)?  

What skills will you be working on during the visit?  Planning will help make sure 

the visits help move your case forward. 

 

Especially in the beginning, you may feel like you just want the time and space to re-connect 

and be together – no supervising or practicing.  We get it, and the people supervising your visits 

should be sensitive to this.  But your social worker will also encourage you to begin using the 

visits for parenting practice as soon as possible. 

 

Tip!  A missed visit can be very difficult for your child.  If the social worker knows 

in advance that you can’t be there, your child won’t be brought to CFSA (or to the 

visiting site) to wait for you. 

 

So, if for some reason you can’t keep a scheduled visit with your child, reach out 

to your social worker immediately and let them know.  If you can’t reach your 

social worker, contact the supervisor.   
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Understanding the Court Process 

 
When your child has been removed, you will have a lot of interaction with the DC Family Court.  

To make sure you put your best foot forward with the court, and do everything you can to have 

your child returned home as quickly as possible, it’s helpful to understand all of the different 

hearings, who will be involved, and what you can do. 

 

Who’s who? 

 Your Attorney.  On your first day in court, the judge will assign you an attorney. Your 
attorney is your legal representative, who works for you and represents your interests. 
They do not represent what they think is best for you – they represent what you think is 
best for you.  Your attorney will give you legal advice on what you should or should not 
say in court. 

After the first day, you must visit the Counsel for Child Abuse and Neglect (CCAN) to find 
out if you can continue to have an attorney free of charge. The CCAN office is in room 
4415 on the fourth floor of the courthouse. The hours are Monday through Friday, 8:30 
a.m. to 5:00 p.m. 

 The Government Attorney.  The Assistant Attorney General (AAG) is the lawyer for the 
DC Government who will present evidence to support the claim that your child was 
abused or neglected. The AAG represents CFSA and the District of Columbia’s interests. 
You should not talk to the AAG without your own attorney present. 

 Your Child's Guardian Ad Litem.  The court appoints an attorney called a guardian ad 
litem (or G-A-L) for your child. Your child's G-A-L will talk to and visit your child, explain 
to your child what is happening in the case, and talk to the judge about your child. The 
G-A-L also tells the judge what he/she believes would be best for your child. Talk to your 
attorney about what you can discuss with the G-A-L. 

 Your CFSA Social Worker.  Your CFSA social worker has a very specific role to play in 
court: to report to the judge what has been going on in your case, and tell the judge 
where he or she thinks your child should live.  Remember that CFSA makes 
recommendations, but the judge makes the decisions. 

 The Judge.  Your case will be assigned to a Family Court judge before the first hearing.  
The judge makes decisions in your case based on the law and the evidence that he or 
she hears.  Judges usually handle a case until it is completed (from initial hearing to the 
final court date), but sometimes the judge assigned to a case can change. 
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When You Will Go to Court 
 

Court 

Event 
Timing Purpose 

Initial 
Hearing 

Within 72 
hours of 
removal 

This is the first hearing in your case. You’ll get a copy of CFSA’s case (called a 
“petition”) saying why the agency thinks your child was neglected or abused.  
 
The judge will decide where your child will live until the court determines 
whether he or she was neglected or abused.  
 

Tip!  You will probably meet your assigned attorney for the first time right 

before you go in for the initial hearing, so there may not be time to talk about 
anything in detail.  Try to have some thoughts and questions ready in 
advance.  Be prepared to say where you would like your child to live if they 
can’t live with you. 

Mediation Within 30 
days of the 
initial 
hearing 

A meeting of everybody involved with your case (including attorneys) to see if an 
agreement can be reached about whether your child was abused or neglected.  
 
If you agree your child was neglected or abused, you’ll appear before a judge to 
sign a “stipulation” admitting that.  If you don’t agree (and you don’t have to 
agree) then the court will hold a trial within about three months. 
 
Mediation is not in a courtroom and a neutral professional mediator will 
facilitate the discussion. 
 

TIP! Discussions during mediation are confidential and can’t be repeated to 

the judge, so you can speak freely.  There are some exceptions to this, and you 
should discuss them with your lawyer. 

Pre-Trial 
Hearing 

Before the 
trial (date 
set at the 
Initial 
Hearing) 

The judge will determine if everyone is ready for the trial.  

Trial Within 105 
days of 
removal  

The trial, called a “fact-finding hearing,” is to decide whether your child was 
neglected or abused.  If the judge decides “no,” then the case will be dismissed, 
you’ll take your child home and will not have to be back in court.  CFSA may 
continue to work with you and your family, just not with a court order. 
 
If the judge decides “yes,” he or she will decide where your child should live, and 
what services should be provided for you and family. 
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Court 

Event 
Timing Purpose 

Disposition 
Hearing 

Within 105 
days of the 
stipulation 
or trial (for 
a removal 
case). 

To discuss the disposition report prepared by the social worker.  You will have an 
opportunity to say where you would like your child to live.  The hearing will also 
confirm where your child will be placed and review the case plan. 

Review 
Hearing(s) 

2-3 months 
after the 
Disposition 
Hearing 

To look at your progress on resolving the issues that led to the removal of your 
child. There may be more than one Review Hearing on your case. 
 

Permanency 
Hearing(s) 

Date set at 
the 
Disposition 
Hearing; 
held at 
least every 
6 months  

The judge uses Permanency Hearings to listen to reports about your efforts, and 
CFSA’s efforts to support you.  At the first one, the judge will begin to determine 
if reunification is possible and, if not, to look at other ways for your child to have 
a safe, permanent home. 
 
A Permanency Hearing is held about every six months (or possibly more often) 
until the case is closed. 
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Supports and Services 
 

As you work to resolve the reasons your child came into care, you may need supports or 

services that can be found in the community.  Following are some resources that may be 

helpful. 
 

Make sure you have your documents 
 

Tip!  Before they can help you, most services will ask for identification and other 

documentation (such as a driver’s license, social security card or birth certificate).  

So unless you have all your original documents on hand, your first stop should be 

one of these organizations that can help you get them: 

 

Lutheran Social Services 

4406 Georgia Avenue NW 

Phone: (202) 723-3000 

 

Salvation Army 

1434 Harvard St. NW 

Phone: 202-250-7705 

Walk-in office hours: Tuesday 2 pm – 4 pm 

 

Foundry United Methodist Church 

1500 16th St. NW 

Phone: 202-332-4010 

 

Miriam’s Kitchen at Western Presbyterian Church 

2401 Virginia Ave. NW (near Foggy Bottom Metro) 

Phone: 202-452-8089 
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The DC Healthy Families Thriving Communities Collaboratives 
 

There are five community organizations around the city that work directly with CFSA to provide 

supports near where you live: 

 

Collaborative Address Phone/Website 

Collaborative Solutions for 
Communities 
(Wards 1 & 2) 

3333 14th Street NW 
Suite 200Washington, DC 
20010 

(202) 518-6737 
http://wearecsc.org/ 

East River Family 
Strengthening Collaborative 
(Ward 7) 

3917 Minnesota Avenue NE, 
Washington, DC 20019 

(202) 397-7300 
http://www.erfsc.org/ 

Edgewood/Brookland Family 
Support Collaborative 
(Ward 5 & 6) 

611 Edgewood Street, NE, 
Suite 106, Washington, DC 
20017 

(202) 832-9400 

http://ebfsc.org/ 

Far Southeast Family 
Strengthening Collaborative 
(Ward 8) 

2041 Martin Luther King Jr. 
Avenue SE, Suite 304, 
Washington, DC 20020 

(202) 889-1425 
http://www.fsfsc.org/ 

Georgia Avenue Family 
Support Collaborative 
(Ward 3 & 4) 

508 Kennedy Street NW, 
Washington, DC 20011 
 
4420 Georgia Avenue NW, 
Washington, DC 20011 

(202) 722-1815 
http://gafsc-dc.org/ 

 

 

More Services 

 
On the next two pages you will find a list of many helpful resources and services, organized by 

the kind of help they provide. 
 

Tip!  Call before you go to make sure the service is being offered at the location 

and time that you’re interested in. 

  

http://wearecsc.org/
http://www.erfsc.org/
http://ebfsc.org/
http://www.fsfsc.org/
http://gafsc-dc.org/
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  March 31, 2017     www.CatholicCharitiesDC.org 

 

http://www.catholiccharitiesdc.org/
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Tip!  The Department of Human Services also has a comprehensive resource list.  

Find it here: 

https://dhs.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dhs/publication/attachments/Ho

melessResourceSheet_0.pdf.   

 

You can also apply for many different benefits at the same time, here: 

https://dhs.dc.gov/service/apply-benefits 

 

 

  

  

https://dhs.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dhs/publication/attachments/HomelessResourceSheet_0.pdf
https://dhs.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/dhs/publication/attachments/HomelessResourceSheet_0.pdf
https://dhs.dc.gov/service/apply-benefits
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When You Have Issues or Concerns 
 

While you are working with CFSA, you may have a concern about how things are going.  For 
example: 

 You feel you are not getting the services you need. 

 You don’t agree with a decision the agency has made. 

 You don’t understand an agency policy or practice and how it’s being applied in your 
case. 
 

If you have a concern like this, we strongly encourage you to talk with your attorney, social 
worker, and/or his or her supervisor.  If you try that, and don’t feel the issue has been resolved 
– or if you don’t feel comfortable going through the “chain of command” – you can call the 
CFSA Ombudsman.   
 
The Ombudsman is a CFSA staff person whose job is to hear your concerns, do an independent 
review, and work with everyone involved to find a resolution.  The Ombudsman is a 
confidential, impartial, informal resource for families and youth involved with child welfare and 
for resource parents working with the agency.  
 
The CFSA ombudsman is Marianna Abraham.   
 

 
 

202-727-2111 

Marianna.Abraham@dc.gov 

  

mailto:Marianna.Abraham@dc.gov
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Remember…  

You got this! 

You can do it! 
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Monthly Calendar 

 
Use these calendar pages 

to keep track of your appointments 
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