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Strengthening the 
Ties that Bind

Steps that Your Family Treatment Court Can Take to 

Create Positive, Supportive Parent-Child Relationships

to Heal Children and Improve Family Functioning

Lynne Katz, EDD | PFR Grantee Meeting | April 10, 2018 

The Importance of the Parent-Child 
Relationship
For young children in the Dependency system, early relationships 
may have been the cause of harm or neglect, with potential 
negative consequences on their developmental trajectories if we 
don’t intercede early. 

Strengthening parent-child relationships can be the foundation 
needed to repair the harm and improve family functioning.

The challenge for FTCs is to create partnerships with child welfare, 
treatment providers and family members and to provide family 
focused evidence-based interventions to strengthen the bonds 
between parents and their children.
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Research shows regular, frequent visitation between parents and their 
children:

• Increases the likelihood of reunification

• Reduces time in out-of-home care

• Decreases the likelihood of re-entry to foster care after reunification

• Promotes healthy attachment

• Reduces negative effects of separation

Visits provide an important opportunity to gather information about a 
parent’s capacity to appropriately address and provide for their child’s 
needs, as well as the family’s overall readiness for reunification

Impact of Visitation on Reunification Outcomes

Sources: Mallon, 2011; Dougherty, 2004; Hess, 2003

Visitation Experiences

• Have we created the least restrictive 
environments?

• If supervised, who will facilitate?

• What are the criteria for deciding 
whether therapeutic, supervised or 
unsupervised – and does the parent 
know how those decisions are made?

• Should we provide materials, books, etc. 
to facilitate the experience when a 
parent has no resources?
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Visitation Experiences

• How will we know how it went? What will 
be the barometers we use?

• Managing multiple children – what can 
we expect? How can we support a parent 
with children of different ages?

• Post-visitation debriefs – expect 
emotionality/sadness/anger

• Be mindful of foster parent or relatives 
feedback when child returns home

• Visitation with children with special needs

Co-Parenting Activities

• What is your system of care’s 
philosophy about co-parenting?

• What are the expectations for 
foster parents to participate?

• Ground rules and limitations

• Are there differences of opinions 
on the benefits of co-parenting?

• Dispelling the myths about bio 
and foster parent collaborations
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Interventions that Include Parent-Child Component
• Do the services of partner providers have parent-child components?

• Can you do more and expand your services array?

• How do providers document progress in strengthening the parent-child relationship?

• What will the parenting reports look like to include the parent-child piece?

Support for Parents in Court to 
Advocate for Improvements or 

Strengthening of the Relationship 
with their Child

Questions every judge should ask?*

• Reaching out to the parent in court for their perspective 
on how visitation or co-parenting activities are going

• How are improvements in the parent-child relationship 
linked to the levels of visitation along with 
recommendations from substance use and mental 
health treatment providers?

* Recommended Resource: Visitation with Infants and Toddlers in Foster 
Care: What Judges and Attorneys Need to Know.
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Placements Link to Visitations

• Are there geographic challenges that impact 
visitations?

• Transportation is always an issue

• How involved are foster parents/relatives in 
helping with visitations?

Discussion: 
Decide What You Can Tackle First
• Examination of all aspects of visitation options (e.g., availability, costs, locations, 

facilitators):  What are the strengths and gaps?

• Examination of your community of care’s views about co-parenting: Can you make 
it work incrementally?

• Examination of interventions for families and inclusion of parent-child 
component: Who will monitor and with what instruments or tools?

• How do parents advocate for their progress in court in terms of their relationship 
with their child? What questions should judges ask?
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Selected Resources
• Smariga, M. (2007). Visitation with Infants and Toddlers in Foster Care: What Judges and 

Attorneys Need to Know. ABA Center on Children and the Law and ZERO TO THREE. 
(https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/child_law/visitation_brief.
authcheckdam.pdf)

• The Still Face Experiment 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0)

• Court Improvement Program (CIP) Talks: How Judges and Attorneys Help Strengthen 
Families (http://www.ncsc.org/Conferences-and-Events/Court-Improvement-Program-
Talks.aspx)

- Succinct talks by 10 nationally recognized child welfare experts discussing the roles 
that courts and attorneys play in keeping families healthy, strong and together

- Speakers include Judge Cindy Lederman, PFR NAC member

https://www.americanbar.org/content/dam/aba/administrative/child_law/visitation_brief.authcheckdam.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apzXGEbZht0
http://www.ncsc.org/Conferences-and-Events/Court-Improvement-Program-Talks.aspx

