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 Recognize and support the essential relationship between the infant and parent.

Remember that the parent may have experienced trauma leading up to and/or
during their interactions with the child welfare system. Having their own child
become a subject child in a neglect case will likely trigger negative feelings and
reactions: Offer patience and understanding, and provide extra support for the parent
and child as needed. Referrals to dyadic services such as Child Parent Psychotherapy
when indicated are one way to support the parent and child, and their relationship,
therapeutically.

Practice Guide: Tips from the Field 
Supporting Young Parents in Foster Care and Their

Infants and Toddlers

Young parents in foster care face unique challenges when navigating the child welfare
system. While still developing cognitively, emotionally, socially, and vocationally, they are
simultaneously guiding their own young child through critical stages of development.
Accessing supports for themselves and their children can be complicated because of their
own lived experience. As a result, they may be hesitant to ask for help and fear this would be
interpreted that they are incapable of caring for their child. 

The following considerations were drawn from conversations with Strong Starts
stakeholders across six counties. These strategies and considerations are general
recommendations for child welfare professionals and should be modified to meet each
parent and child’s individual needs. 

Support the Attachment Relationship Between the Child and
their Parents

An infant’s secure attachment to a parent can act as a powerful protective factor
against trauma and support the young child’s healthy development long-term.



Identify Services Targeted Towards Young Parents and Their
Young Children

Many young parents, especially those in foster care themselves, have a different set of 
concerns and needs than older parents or those who were not system involved as a child.
As emerging adults, young parents may be contending with educational and employment
demands while parenting; developing healthy relationships with their partners or family
members; or acquiring basic knowledge about parenting and parental mental health.
Typical parenting supports may not be appropriate as their parenting capacities may be
impacted by their age and stage of brain development and therefore require more
targeted supports. Furthermore, if their child has been removed, they are also trying to
schedule time with their child with an agency and in a process that may trigger their own
childhood experiences with the system.

Facilitate frequent contact and communication if a separation has occurred and
the child has been placed in out of home care: This is especially important for
infants or toddlers, who require consistent interactions with their parents in order to
become securely attached to them.

Create parent support group that are specific for young parents: Young parents
may not relate to the challenges that parents share in traditional support groups.
Having a dedicated space for sharing the difficulties of being a young parent can help
them build an expanded or stronger network of support.

Refer parents to home visiting programs that provide a higher level of support
for new or expecting parents: Examples are Nurse Family Partnership, Healthy
Families or Parent Child Plus. These services can also help increase the parent’s
knowledge of early child development.

Foster a relationship that allows for all caregivers to openly discuss milestones
for the children and any concerns that might come up: If indicated, consider early
childhood programs like Early Head Start or developmental supports such as Early
Intervention to ensure that the child is developmentally on track.

Coordinate and Streamline Services

Many young parents in foster care will already be managing their own service plans in
addition to educational and vocational responsibilities. The additional responsibilities of
parenting may be initially overwhelming, especially if they are first time parents. 



Consider streamlining services by referring them to wrap-around service
providers.

Utilize extended family members or other non-traditional caregivers in service
planning: This can help ease the burden on the parents as they adjust to their new
responsibilities.

Remember that the adolescent brain is still developing through the age of 26: It
is important to contextualize a young parent’s behaviors to account for their
developmental stage, as well as the potential impact of trauma on their development
and executive functioning.

Create Flexible and Dynamic Policies and Practices

Young parents are in a stage of life during which their circumstances can quickly change
from day to day. Creating policies that account for this transitional stage is especially
important when keeping young people engaged and consistent with their services.

Support the Autonomy and Uplift the Voice of Parents

There are many preconceived ideas about young parents that can be harmful to
effectively supporting and engaging with them. These negative perceptions may cause a
young parent not to seek help when they need it even if such perceptions are not overtly
shared. 

Account for cultural considerations in practices and policies.

Identify Community and Religious Supports: It is important to consider non-
traditional supports for young parents that can be utilized to help a young parent
navigate services and the foster care system. Consider faith based and other trusted
community supports where young parents may seek guidance.

Create a service plan that does not overload the parent’s schedule: For example,
keep appointments to services only 1-2x per week in consideration of the young
parent’s existing commitments. 



Create an environment of psychological safety for the parent: For more strategies
on this, see Practice Guide: Tips from the Field–Promoting Psychological Safety for Parents.

Give space for parents to express their concerns and preferences and
incorporate them into service planning.

Explain the rights of young parents in foster care and what decisions they have
control over legally: The Know Your Rights website by the Center for the Study of
Social Policy provides a comprehensive outline of the rights of young parents.
Interactive Guide to Using Protective and Promotive Factors to Support Youth Well-
Being (Center for the Study of Social Policy, https:cssp.org) also has special sections for
judges, attorneys, CASA and agency workers, youth and parents.

https://cssp.org/


Strong Starts Court Initiative enhances the
capacity of Family Court to bring positive
changes to court-involved babies and their
families. First piloted by the Center for
Justice Innovation in 2015 in Bronx Family
Court, Strong Starts now operates across
New York City, Westchester County, and Erie
County bringing expertise in early child
development to all stages of Family Court
proceedings and supports infants, toddlers,
caregivers, and families so that the court
becomes a catalyst for positive change in the
lives of the youngest children.  

Strong Starts regularly convenes its
stakeholders to discuss and strategize ways
to improve practice for child welfare-
involved families with very young children
through county-based Steering Committee
meetings. For more information on these
meetings or project, visit the Center’s
website or reach out to
strongstarts@innovatingjustice.org. 
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