American Indian and Alaska Native
Grandfamilies:

Helping Children Thrive Through
Connection to Family and Cultural Identity

Summary

When children cannot remain with their
parents, they do best when they are
raised by relatives. American Indian and
Alaska Native (AlI/AN) children are
disproportionately removed from their
families and placed in state foster care at
a rate of over two times their population
nationally. When placed in state foster
care with non-relatives, they often lose
connections to their cultural identity and
experience poor outcomes. Providing
culturally  relevant  services  and
prioritizing relatives and tribal
placements for children who cannot
remain  with their parents benefit
children in three ways: Improved Well-
Being, Preserved Cultural Identity, and
Reduced Disproportionality of Native
Children in Foster Care.

of Al/AN young
adults report that
relatives or
extended families
helped to raise
them?

The Importance of Family and
Culture to Native Children

Babies, children, and youth belong in families. They want
and deserve to know they have family who love them, care
for them, tend to their hurts, go to events and meetings at
school, and celebrate their successes. They want to know
and feel connected to their heritage and cultural identity.
They need to feel they belong.

When a child's parents cannot care for them, they do best
when they are raised by supporting and caring relatives,
extended family members or close family friends. Compared
to children in foster care with non-relatives, children with
relatives have better mental health and behavioral outcomes,
more stability and a greater chance of having a permanent
home. They are more likely to maintain connections with
their siblings and their cultural identity, and to report that
they “always feel loved.”

American Indian and Alaska Native (AlI/AN) family structures
differ from European American norms. Native families
traditionally engage extended family in child rearing and do
not require one to be related by blood or marriage in order
to be considered a close relative. Although this is true of
tribal cultures, each tribe has their own kinship structures and
cultural norms that determine the intricacies of familial
relationships. In a recent survey of AlI/AN young adults ages
18-24 by the Center for Native American Youth,
approximately 66% reported that relatives or extended
families helped to raise them.? These extended family and
tribal connections help preserve cultural and family
connections, which are common values central to AlI/AN
communities.

Culture informs child rearing and caregiving practices.
Traditions and ceremonies mark important transitions in
childhood. They celebrate when children are able to take on
new responsibilities and roles in the family and community.
Research shows that a secure sense of cultural identity for Al/
AN children is associated with higher self-esteem, better
educational attainment (grades and going to college), and is
protective against mental health problems, substance use
and other issues.?
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“l grew up on the Yakama Indian Reservation in the Tribal Foster System. | entered when |
was only 4 years old and | aged out at 18. While | was in care | was able to stay with 2 of

my biological younger siblings, and | lived with my auntie for 10 years. | can say that my
family is my motivation in life.”

- Jade Tillequots, Native Foster Youth Advocate

Impact of Separation from Family and Culture

Too commonly AlI/AN children are removed from their birth families and placed in state foster care with non-
Native families where they become disconnected from their culture and traditions. The practice of removing
Native children from their families and placing them with white families dates back over a hundred years when
thousands of Native children were forcibly removed from their homes and sent to boarding schools. Children
were prevented from speaking their native languages, practicing their religion, or participating in other cultural
traditions or customs. As a result, AI/AN children lost touch with their culture, traditions, and families. Many
children attending these schools suffered physical and emotional abuse and the effects are still being felt in
tribal communities today. This experience left entire generations disconnected from their cultural identity,
families, and tribes. At the same time, older generations were left grieving the loss of their children and not
being able to pass on their culture to future generations. These events presented a very serious threat to the
integrity of tribal families and communities.

The adverse effects of this historical trauma, discrimination and unresolved grief transmitted between
generations has been shown to be strongly connected to challenges facing children and families in Native
American communities today. Al/AN children continue to be removed from their families and placed in foster
care at rates that are disproportionate to those of white children. In fact, AI/AN children are in foster care at a
rate of over two times their population nationally and as much as 12 times their population in select states.*

Despite the historical and intergenerational trauma faced by Native

communities, there are many opportunities to integrate culture and -
tradition into service delivery. Services and supports that are offered
can be culturally adapted to be centered around tribal values and
include tribal teachings. While tribes currently have limited access to
federal child welfare funding, some tribes have developed
independent funding to run child welfare programs. Additionally,
tribes can enter government-to-government agreements to receive
funding from states to provide culturally specific services. Policies
and program leaders should support approaches that promote the
development of such culturally appropriate services.
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Policies to Prioritize and Support Relative and Tribal
Connections for Native Children

Indian Child Welfare Act: Child welfare  American Indian & Alaska Native Children in Foster Care
practice has been slow to keep pace with research Compared to Their Percentage of All Children’
that shows the benefits of prioritizing relatives and| , .

preserving cultural connections, but increasingly
public policies are directing improved supports and  ,
services. One of the first federal laws that
acknowledged the importance of family and relative 15
caregivers was the Indian Child Welfare Act® of 1978
(ICWA) which prioritizes placement of Native 1
American children with their relatives or tribes
except in the rarest circumstances. It also requires 05
states to provide active efforts to prevent the
removal of AI/AN children and the breakup of the °©
family. The 2016 ICWA regulations and guidelines
provide a framework and practice examples of how states can provide active efforts and incorporate the child’s
extended family and tribe in ensuring tribal families are provided support and opportunities to care for their
children.? As a demonstration of how ICWA is viewed within the field of child welfare, leading child welfare
advocacy organizations have characterized ICWA as the “gold standard” in child welfare practice with children
and families.°

Children in foster care Children in total population

Fostering Connections Act: The Fostering Connections and Increasing Adoptions Act of 2008 includes
provisions requiring states to identify and notify adult relatives of children when children are removed from
their parents’ care. It also makes federal support for guardianship assistance programs available to states, tribes
operating Title IV-E programs and tribes with Title IV-E agreements with states. This makes ongoing financial
support available for more relatives who secure guardianship of children when adoption or reunification with
their parents is not appropriate. Guardianship aligns with the AI/AN tradition of extended family caregiving
while respecting AlI/AN cultural beliefs that parental rights should not be terminated.

Family First Prevention Services Act: in recent years additional child welfare laws have been enacted
that recognize the importance of preserving family connections and require child welfare agencies to look first
for relatives for children who must be placed in foster care. Most recently, the Family First Prevention Services
Act (P.L. 115-123, Division E, Title VII) provides federal help to children, parents and caregivers in grandfamilies
in three major ways:

. Federal Support for Prevention Services to Help Children at Imminent Risk of Entering Foster Care: States and tribes
operating the Title IV-E program and tribes with agreements with states to operate the Title IV-E program can receive federal funds
to offer birth parents, children and kinship caregivers of children at imminent risk of entering foster care with mental health
services, substance use treatment and prevention, and in-home skill-based training.

. Federal Support for Kinship Navigator programs: These programs connect kinship families to supports and services to help
them. States, tribes and tribes with state agreements may access these funds.

. Addressing Barriers to Licensing Relatives as Foster Parents: States must measure their licensing standards against model
family foster care standards with a special eye toward addressing unnecessary barriers to licensing relatives. ICWA provides that
tribal licensing standards are equivalent to state licensing standards, which supports the use of tribally-licensed foster care homes'
with AI/AN children in state foster care systems. Often, states work cooperatively with tribal child welfare programs that often have
greater access to AlI/AN extended family members than state child welfare systems.

These policies mark significant steps toward providing needed support for children, parents and caregivers in
grandfamilies, but more is needed. States, local and tribal child welfare agencies must implement the policies
and additional federal support is needed to ensure families have adequate supports.




Recommendations

Supporting and prioritizing relatives for American
Indian and Alaska Native children will benefit children
by improving their well-being, preserving their cultural
identity and reducing disproportionality. Policymakers
and advocates can help by:

. Facilitating and advocating for compliance with the Indian
Child Welfare Act
. Ensuring early and active engagement with the child's tribe

with regard to family services, addressing cultural needs of the
child and family, and locating placement resources

. Providing prevention and post permanency services to
grandfamilies such as those available through the Family First
Prevention Services Act

. Providing kinship navigation services

. Complying with the Title IV-E requirement to notify all adult
relatives of a child within 30 days of removing the child from
their home™

. Addressing barriers to licensing relatives as foster parents™
and utilizing the authority to waive non-safety requirements in
licensing of relative homes underTitle IV-E

. Offering financial and other support to grandfamilies in need

. Implementing Guardianship Assistance Programs and Tribal
customary adoption

. Offering programs to promote culture and address racism and

bias in child welfare services delivery and decision-making.
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Sonya Begay helped to care for her grandchildren from the
time they were young.

One weekend when Sonya was caring for two of her
grandchildren, she received a phone call from Child Protective
Services. They told her that her son and the children’s mother
were drunk driving and got in a car accident with her other
granddaughter in the car. They told her they had the child in
protective custody and were coming to pick up the other two
children. The children were just 18 months, 4 and 6 at the
time.

Sonya was employed and had a home for them and was ready
to raise them. Still, the child welfare agency in Madison
County, Kentucky placed the children in a foster home with
people who were not known to them. The day after the children
were placed in foster care, the foster parents cut the oldest
grandson'’s long hair, disrespecting a Native American cultural
tradition. While in foster care, the children also experienced
physical, emotional, and verbal abuse.

Sonya and her grandchildren were then and still are registered
members of the Navajo Nation. The federal Indian Child
Welfare Act (ICWA), requires that child welfare agencies work
with the Navajo Nation to identify a placement with family or a
member of the Navajo Nation, but the Kentucky child welfare
agency did not follow ICWA as required. Sonya fought the child
welfare agency for 8 months to get custody of her
grandchildren. The judge in the case ultimately released the
children to Sonya’s care after recognizing that the child welfare
agency did not comply with federal law.

After the children came into Sonya’s care, she began attending
the Madison County Grandparents as Parents meetings where
she learned how little support was available for grandfamilies
in Kentucky. Sonya began advocating for families like hers at
both the state and federal level by speaking up at public
forums. She raised her voice about the challenges and needs of
grandfamilies with local schools and social service agencies.

In 2016, Sonya secured a full-time job with the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, moved to
Frederick, Maryland and started to create a grandfamilies
support group in the area. Her two youngest grandchildren,
Lea and Kayle, moved with her and are thriving in high school.
Sonya’s oldest grandchild Damian is in the Job Corps program
in Kentucky and is pursuing a pharmacy technician
certification. This success story of Sonya and her grandchildren
is just one of the many that can result from keeping Native
families together.
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