








conflict he was experiencing with his
foster family,

2. prevented a disruption in his care, and

3. avoided his placement in a more
restrictive environment.

The Division also works with Latino
foster families to distinguish temporary
foster care and its legal rules and
requirements from the practice of caring
for or raising another family’s child in
many Latino traditions (crianza), which
is not guided by those legal stipulations.
During the licensing and training of
foster parents, Association House staff
work to help foster parents sec them-
selves as a social support of the biologi-
cal family. This enhances the chances of
the foster family continuing to be a
resource for the biological family after
the formal closing of the case.

Barriers to the Recruitment
of Latino Foster and
Adoptive Parents

Numerous studies have noted that
racial/ethnic matching in adoption
facilitates the development of self-
esteem, racial/ethnic identity, and coping
mechanisms or strategies for living in a
racist society, while others have identi-
fied difficulties in these areas among
transracial adoptees.'" While there
remains considerable controversy, there
is a substantial body of research that
indicates that racial and ethnic matching

in adoption is the ideal practice.?

Despite the centrality of the family in
Latino culture and the budding recogni-
tion of its potential as a resource by child
welfare workers, there are many barriers
to finding Latino adoptive and foster
homes for Latino children.

Rodriguez and Meyer shed light on
many of these barriers in a 1990 study."?
The barriers and complaints most
frequently identified by adoptive foster
families and by those waiting to become
foster and adoptive families were:

1. programs or workers making them feel
uncomfortable about their race;

2. workers attitudes that they deemed
“too white, middle-class™;

3. poor or infrequent communication
with staff;

4. staff insensitivity, superiority, and
rigidity; and

5. and lack of acceptance of applicants
who receive AFDC.

Rodriquez and Meyers also found
some myths, fears, and misconceptions
in African American and Latino commu-
nities that contributed to the problem of
securing enough minority homes.

Although Black and Hispanic commu-
nities openly acknowledge informal
adoptions within the extended family,
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they often keep formal adoptions secret
because of the stigma attached to them.
Many community members do not
consider adoption because they mistak-
enly believe that “single adoptive parents
are not permitted to work, that one must
have a good income and a good educa-
tion to be a foster or adoptive parent, and
that an adopted child must be kept even
if problems become too much to
handle.”"™

But the study uncovered several ways
in which agencies were addressing some
of these barriers:

1. increasing staff diversity and sensitiv-
ity to cultural factors;

2. using adoption subsidies and medical
assistance offered by state and federal
governments;

3. public education; and

4. advocating for foster care-to-adoption
arrangements.

Other researchers have suggested other
ways to address the foster care crisis for
Latino families. Vidal suggests that child
welfare workers become aware of the
importance and nature of godparenting
(compadrazgo) in the Latino community
and use it as a social support and
resource for permanency planning.® And
Delgado suggests increasing the number
of cases in which relatives and extended
family members become licensed as
foster care parents.

Because Association House is commit-
ted to placing children needing substitute
care in homes that are culturally familiar
to them, it has concentrated its recruit-
ment etforts on securing Latino foster
homes—and with considerable success
that can be attributed in part to its
nontraditional approach: the Division’s
first workers were required to be
licensed foster care providers them-
selves. Not only did this practice create
additional Latino foster homes, it also
served to build understanding, congru-
ence, and identification between foster
care homes and the agency staff. To
ensure similar ethnic and class cultural
backgrounds between the families whom
it is recruiting and its staff, the Division
employs primarily Latinos who live in
West Town-Humboldt Park.




Case loads are kept relatively low so
that workers can act as extended family
members to foster families and can
support them when they need it. With
support from Division staff, potential
foster families who may be deemed
“inadequate” by traditional licensing
standards due to cultural beliefs (e.g., not
understanding the value and necessity of
therapy for some children) can become a
valuable resource to children, other
families, and the community.

A great increase in the number of
cases involving children with special
needs has led the Division to offer
training to all foster families, to help
them meet the specific needs of the
children they will take into their homes.
The specialized training increases the
number of foster families available to
children with very complex needs and
allows families receiving AFDC, who
previously were recruited for only
traditional care, to give specialized care.
These families can provide nurturing,
enriching homes with additional support,
training, and attention from the licensing
staff.

Educating Latino Parents and
Caregivers about U.S. Child
Care Norms

Researchers have found cultural
differences in other areas besides family
patterns. Rose and Meezan, as well as
Giovannoni and Becerra, note differ-
ences in perceptions of child abuse and
neglect.!” Disciplinary practices and
child-rearing standards also vary with
class and ethnicity.'® Often these
practices are considered to be culturally
normative and may represent an adaptive
response to economic deprivation and
racism.

Association House staff offers Latino
parents and other caregivers a 12-week
training program to help them learn U.S.
norms and laws regarding child rearing
that may differ from some of the
practices found in some Latino cultures.
The training was developed by staff and
foster families to ensure cultural rel-
evance. Once foster families have
completed the program they participate
in monthly trainings, which include a
support component to reinforce training
and to provide the parents with an
opportunity to exchange ideas and
experiences. Association House has also

provided education on an institutional
level by serving as an incubator and
mentor for three other Latino commu-
nity-based agencies, helping them
develop and establish themselves as
child welfare service providers.

In Illinois, approximately 40,000
children are involved with the state’s
child welfare agency due to findings of
abuse and/or neglect. Of these, roughly
seven percent (2,800) are Latino."?
Although small in number compared to
the total DCFS population, Latinos are a
substantial and growing population with
special cultural and language consider-
ations. Only culturally responsive child
welfare practices—which include
legislative advocacy, formalization of
community resources, expansion of the
pool of Latino foster homes, and
education—can make the system work
for Latinos.

Muaria Vidal de Haymes is an assistant
professor in the School of Social Work at
Lovola University in Chicago. Ivan Medina
is director of the Association House of
Chicago, 2150 W. North Ave., Chicago, IL
60647.
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