
As a service of the Children’s
Bureau and member of the T&TA
network, in our new cooperative
agreement, NRCPFC has committed
to ensuring that our work is attentive
to the needs of young people and
families that fall outside the average
and sometimes live within the mar-
gins. In this issue, we will explore
the theme of Inclusive Child Welfare
Practice with LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay,
Bisexual, Transgender, and
Questioning) Populations. We hope
that the information we provide will
be a useful resource to those work-
ing to achieve permanency and fam-
ily connections for children and
youth in the child welfare system,
and that it will encourage approach-
es that are inclusive and supportive
of all children, youth, and families,
including LGBTQ people. This issue
includes several articles that focus
on how agencies can become more
welcoming, inclusive, and support-
ive in their work with LGBTQ
resource families.

Since our last issue of Permanency
Planning Today, we’ve begun work-
ing on some exciting new initiatives
– one of these initiatives is highlight-
ed in the article on our work with
Family Connections grantees.
NRCPFC also recently launched a
new website featuring Digital Stories
from the Field; in this issue, we pro-
vide information on this project and
how NRCPFC has used digital stories
in our work with States, Territories,
Tribes, Tribal Organizations, Tribal
Consortia and Children’s Bureau

grantees to promote continuous
improvement in the delivery of child
welfare services.

NRCPFC continues to
offer on site training and technical
assistance to States, Territories,
Tribes, and other publicly supported
child welfare agencies on a wide
range of issues which promote sus-
tainable systemic reform in child
welfare. NRCPFC is particularly
focused on working with states
throughout all stages of the Child
and Family Services Reviews
(CFSRs), including the development
and implementation of the States’
Program Improvement Plans (PIP).
You can learn about the T&TA we
offer by visiting the NRCPFC website
at: http://nrcpfc.org. Additionally,
part of our ongoing commitment
continues to be to support Foster
Care Managers and the work of the
National Association of State Foster
Care Managers and to be involved as
an active partner in organizing
National Foster Care Month, which
takes place every May. Through the
provision of information services,
resources, training, and technical
assistance, NRCPFC aims to support
those involved in child welfare in
achieving positive outcomes for chil-
dren, youth, and families.

Best Regards,

Gary
Permanency Planning Today: Summer 2010

Summer 2010

FR O M T H E DE S K O F

THE DIRECTOR
Gerald P. Mallon, DSW

129 East 79th Street
New York, NY 10021
TEL 212.452.7053
FAX 212.452.7475
www.nrcpfc.org

A Service of the Children’s Bureau/ACF/DHHS 
and Member of the T&TA Network 

Appendix 4-7



Sample Areas of Training & Technical Assistance

for States & Tribes include:

 Engagement, retention and support of LGBTQ resource
families and dual licensure issues for LGBTQ foster and
adoptive families

 Working with Family Support and Preservation Workers to
support LGBTQ youth remaining in their families of origin

 Promoting practices to insure placement stability for
LGBTQ youth, the underpinning of which are sound
LGBTQ-affirming practices in assessment, case planning,
active engagement of families and case management

 Promoting the practice of family search and engagement
strategies to identify all family members, including
LGBTQ family members, for children and youth separat-
ed from their birth families

 Working with States and Tribes to develop LGBTQ affirm-
ing policies and practices

 Promoting practices that build relationships between
Tribes and States and LGBTQ community-based
resources

For a full list of sample T&TA focused on LGBTQ issues
available through NRCPFC, visit:

http://www.hunter.cuny.edu/socwork/nrcfcpp/
info_services/TAforStatesandTribes_LGBTQ.pdf

Resources on LGBTQ

Issues & Child Welfare:

The NRCPFC LGBTQ Issues & Child Welfare webpage offers:
Resources on LGBTQ Children and Youth

Resources on LGBTQ Parents
Resources from the States
Resources on Legislation

NRCPFC Information Packets
PowerPoint Presentations

Bibliographies
Links to relevant websites

To access these resources, visit the NRCPFC website at:
http://www.hunter.cuny.edu/socwork/nrcfcpp/

info_services/lgbtq-issues-and-child-welfare.html

NRCPFC T&TA &
Information Services

Pertaining to:
Working with

LGBTQ
Children, Youth

& Families

LGBT
Parenting Resources

VIDEOS

Living Adoption: Gay Parents Speak, 2010
A new training and recruitment DVD for adoptive families

and the professionals who work with them.
Photosynthesis Productions.

http://www.photosynthesisproductions.com/

Daddy & Papa:
A Film About Gay Men Becoming Parents, 2002
An intimate look at the issues faced by gay men

who become parents. ITV Productions.
http://www.daddyandpapa.com/

INTERNET RESOURCES

Human Rights Campaign
The Human Rights Campaign is America’s largest civil

rights organization working to achieve LGBT equality. The
Parenting section of the Human Rights Campaign website
provides current resources that address the many potential
paths to parenthood for LGBT-headed families, as well as

issues around LGBT youth and families in schools.
http://www.hrc.org/issues/parenting.asp

Parents, Families & Friends of Lesbians & Gays (PFLAG)
PFLAG is a national organization dedicated to providing

information, education, and support for the parents, fami-
lies, and friends of lesbians and gays. You will find a list
of local chapters, their mission statement, and general
information about sexual orientation at the PFLAG site.

http://www.pflag.org

CenterKids
Center Kids, Center Families is the NY LGBT Center's
family program for LGBT parents and their children,
for those considering parenthood, and for all LGBT

people in the context of their families - of origin or of
affinity. Founded in 1989, Center Kids gives children
ongoing opportunities to befriend others from similar
families, while their parents have a chance to meet,

socialize and build their own support network.
Center Kids, which advocates at state and local levels

for the rights of alternative families, has become a
national and regional model for LGBT family organizing.

http://www.gaycenter.org/families
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A AC F

ALL CHILDREN–ALL FAMILIES:
AN INTERVIEW WITH

ELLEN KAHN
by Tracy Serdjenian

NRCPFC Information Services Coordinator

WHAT IS ALL CHILDREN–ALL FAMILIES?
All Children–All Families is a program for, and an approach to, creating long
term systemic change in child welfare agencies so that LGBT individuals
and families are seen as a valuable resource, welcomed, and given the
opportunity to go through the process of becoming foster/adoptive families
without experiencing bias and double standards. All Children–All Families
supports agencies in working toward ensuring that LGBT resource families
are treated with dignity and respect, and that the entire agency– particular-
ly everyone who interfaces with resource families– is knowledgeable and has
the basic skills and awareness to work competently with LGBT families.

WHAT IS THE GOAL OF ALL CHILDREN–ALL FAMILIES?
Ultimately, the goal is to increase the pool of qualified resource families–
that’s the main motivation for this process.  There are lots of folks out there
in the LGBT community who, if they knew they were welcome, would be
interested in becoming resource families.  This would mean that we would
have many more families and therefore, better permanency outcomes.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN FOR AN AGENCY TO
PARTICIPATE IN ALL CHILDREN–ALL FAMILIES?
We’ve created a framework for how agencies can participate.  Agencies that
are committed to LGBT capacity-building and cultural competence can
start by signing a pledge of commitment, which is a way of publicly saying,
“We are inclusive in our approach. We aim to implement these practices.”
The next step is to complete an agency self-assessment.  The online agency
self-assessment allows administrators who are overseeing this work to get a
good measure of where their agency stands in terms of some of the criteria
we have established.  For example, the self-assessment covers:

k Are written policies with regard to non-discrimination explicitly inclu-
sive of LGBT people?

k Does the agency convey this policy to the community through its web-
site and print materials?

k Are LGBT issues addressed in staff training?
k What is the attitude and comfort level of agency staff in working with

LGBT people?

The self-assessment provides a baseline measure related to 10 benchmarks
that we’ve created based on years of experience and observation, as well as
conversations with folks all over the country, including both child welfare

professionals and LGBT families.  The assessment tells an agency how
many of the benchmarks it has met and provides a roadmap for where it
needs to focus its resources in order to improve.  We have a consultant who
works with agencies and provides technical assistance.  So let’s say there’s
an agency that has met 8 of 10 benchmarks.  Perhaps they need to meet
the benchmark around staff training, for instance, so that their clinical staff
can conduct non-biased, helpful home studies with LGBT single people or
couples.  We have a training curriculum that covers this topic, and our con-
sultant would work with the agency director(s) to explore how to offer this
training– considering things like when in the current fiscal year it can be
offered, how many staff will attend, and other logistical issues.  We have
trainers identified who customize the training based on the agency’s needs.
Training is a big piece of this program.

Our Promising Practices Guide offers real, concrete information that agen-
cies can use to help work toward the 10 benchmarks. It covers topics such
as how agencies have been transformed, how they dealt with staff who were
resistant, how people in the agency responded to changes– it’s a guide for
walking through these changes and sustaining them.  When agencies
achieve all 10 benchmarks, we present them with a seal of recognition,
which means that they’ve really made a commitment to working effectively
with LGBT people and expended all kinds of resources to change and
improve their practice.  We’ve issued seven seals so far.  LGBT community
members often look for something that says, “It’s ok for you to come here.”
Agencies can put the seal on their website or recruitment materials to send
that message.  The seal is an incentive, but it’s not the driving incentive for
agencies to participate in the program: The comprehensive approach we
have developed and the support around ensuring that all the different com-
ponents of the agency are on board are really important.

What I’ve described so far is the formal engagement process: taking the
pledge, completing the assessment, utilizing technical assistance, and work-
ing toward achieving the benchmarks through an ongoing relationship with
All Children–All Families.  A lot of agencies and professionals aren’t yet for-
mally engaged in All Children–All Families, but have realized that they need
to do basic cultural competence training, and are using the guide and hav-
ing conversations with us about their work to improve practice at their
agency.  For instance, we have been working with folks in one city, where
they are utilizing the guide, and we’ve provided them with consulting on an
ad hoc basis to support them in making improvements. Although they are
not in a place where they want to sign the pledge and be identified as part
of All Children - All Families, they have found that our tools and resources
are useful and have opened the door for people to talk about these topics.

Ellen Kahn
is the
Family Project
Director
at the
Human Rights
Campaign (HRC)
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WHY IS TRAINING SO IMPORTANT?
As we embarked on this rather challenging journey, we knew that we
would learn a lot as we went along.  We learned rather quickly, after the
first year, that most agencies need training to fulfill the criteria of the
benchmarks and to have a comprehensive approach to working with
LGBT individuals and families.  Sometimes the lack of training is due
to budget limitations.  Some agencies have considered themselves wel-
coming to LGBT people for a long time and never thought they needed
to do training.  However, some agencies have told us that as they start-
ed to formalize their approach to working with LGBT resource families,
they realized that people on their staff had varied opinions, comfort lev-
els, or experiences with the LGBT community.  Training really moves
people to a new level.

When we realized the need for training and professional development
was so great, we took a pause, and invested the better part of 2009 in
developing a comprehensive training curriculum, which matches the
structure of our Promising Practices Guide.  The approach to training
delivery includes doing things experientially, talking about case situa-
tions, and making it relevant to the practice environment.  We tested it
out with a few agencies and then did a training of trainers in September
2009.  The curriculum focuses on how you recruit, retain, and support
LGBT foster and adoptive families across the spectrum of your agency
practice.  There are a lot of resources available to agencies around sup-
porting LGBT youth; however, we’re really talking about best practices
with LGBT adults (single or in relationships) who are potential resource
families.  Our training includes raising awareness and also focuses on
practice with resource families.  It covers issues that come up with
licensing, homes studies, and matching– for example, how to have a
conversation with an eleven year old about different kinds of families.
Before you even begin to do recruitment with the LGBT community, you
have to ensure that you are ready: Staff need to be comfortable, fair,
respectful, and unbiased in the way they work with and assess families.
It needs to be ensured that the things that are being said and heard in
the agency are affirming, welcoming things.  We can help agencies that
want to work toward institutionalizing their approach to inclusion.

WHAT ARE SOME STEPS THAT AGENCIES CAN TAKE TO
ACHIEVE CULTURAL COMPETENCE IN WORKING WITH
LGBTQ FOSTER & ADOPTIVE FAMILIES?
Here’s a really concrete thing that agencies can do (which is covered in
assessment and built into our benchmarks): An agency can tour its
own website, considering, “What does this say to members of the LGBT
community? Are sexual orientation and gender identity mentioned in
the non discrimination policy?  Is the focus on married couples (partic-
ularly in states where same-sex couples cannot be legally married)?  Are
there only pictures of moms and dads together or are there a range of
photos of different kinds of families?”  There are lots of ways that an
agency can convey a welcoming and inclusive environment, or as we
say, “roll out the welcome mat.”

Kinship work presents another aspect of being LGBT-competent and
supporting all prospective families.  A child or youth might have a gay
or transgender uncle or aunt, whose name might not come up at first if
some people in the family don’t like the idea of that person being a
caregiver for the child.  However, that person might be a great resource.
Being open and fair in considering LGBT family members is important.
You may need to have a conversation with children of a certain age
about this, but kids are quite comfortable with LGBT foster/adoptive
parents and caregivers if they are given honest and factual information.

WHAT ARE SOME OF THE SPECIFIC ACTIONS THAT
AGENCIES SHOULD TAKE, OR WHAT DO THEY NEED TO KNOW,
TO WORK COMPETENTLY WITH TRANSGENDER OR
GENDER NON-CONFORMING PROSPECTIVE PARENTS?
We have about 20-25 years of research and real life experiences of les-
bian/gay-headed families– it was probably about 20 years ago that peo-
ple who were “out” as lesbian or gay began starting families.  Now, 20
years later, many young gay people say, “Of course I am going to have
kids or adopt.”  Although a lot of people in the LGB community might
be gender non-conforming, generally folks who are LGB-identified have
pushed through that first ceiling in terms of being viewed as good par-
ents, with it being accepted that our children are fine.  Folks that have
undergone a gender transition, whether they identify as transgender or
not, and are now considering becoming a parent as a single person or
part of a couple– they are the pioneers at this moment.  There isn’t the
same body of research to fall back on.  However, it is rational to think
that one’s gender identity would not preclude anyone from having the
capacity to parent.  It is sometimes said that LGB people might have
some insight and empathy around being marginalized from one’s fami-
ly of origin and/or experiencing discrimination.  This is sometimes true,
and the folks I know who have transitioned have such amazing resilien-
cy, tenacity, and clarity, and face more discrimination than people who
are LGB.  If folks have been able to live in a way that is whole and are
where they need to be and are in a place to start a family– their chil-
dren are going to have a strong advocate. I’m not saying this across the
board– everyone needs to be assessed independently– but I’m just say-
ing that in terms of understanding life experiences and strengths, we do
not want to overlook the transgender community.  Staff should assess
transgender people just like anyone else in terms of their capacity to
parent.  Additionally, they can support transgender or gender non-con-
forming resource parents in discussing anything they want to cover–
how you talk about your family, what children need to know, or practic-
ing a narrative for talking to your child about your own childhood.
These things may or may not even be an issue.

WHERE CAN PEOPLE GO FOR MORE INFORMATION
ABOUT ALL CHILDREN–ALL FAMILIES?
To learn more about All Children–All Families and to access the Promising
Practices Guide, 3rd Edition, visit the Human Rights Campaign website at:
www.hrc.org/acaf

A AC F
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USING RESPECTFUL LANGUAGE

An important part of
cultural competence

is using respectful language.

The glossary included in the
All Children–All Families Guide

explains:

The LGBT
[Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender]

“community is as diverse as
the general population and
includes people who are
liberal and conservative

urban and rural,
white, black, Latino, Asian,

rich and poor,
“closeted” and “out,”

and everything in between.

This diversity means that
not all LGBT people

will use the same terms
to define themselves or

their families,
and not all will have the
same comfort level with
certain words or labels.
This glossary, however,

provides a good overview of some of
the terms commonly used by and familiar

to LGBT people.”

It can be considered a starting point
for becoming familiar and comfortable

with these terms.

Access the guide and glossary at:
http://www.hrc.org/issues/parenting/

adoptions/8941.htm. (See pages 85-88.)

LGBT

American Bar Association’s 
OPENING DOORS PROJECT

Improving the Legal System’s Approach to
LGBTQ Youth in Foster Care
The Opening Doors Project aims to: 

• Increase the legal community’s awareness of LGBTQ
youth in foster care and the unique issues they face

• Provide the legal community with advocacy tools to
successfully represent these youth

Visit the Opening Doors Project website to access the following publications:

It's Your Life by Krishna Desai, Mimi Laver and Andrea Khoury
This booklet is designed to help LGBTQ youth understand what
to expect in the child welfare legal system. It explains the child
welfare legal process; the legal and other professionals who can
help LGBTQ youth navigate the child welfare system; typical
child welfare placements; the rights and expectations LGBTQ
youth should have while in the child welfare system; available
supports and services; and guidance for LGBTQ youth who are
emancipating from the child welfare system. 

Opening Doors for LGBTQ Youth in Foster Care: A Guide
for Lawyers and Judges by Mimi Laver and Andrea Khoury
This guide aims to increase the legal community's awareness of
LGBTQ youth in foster care and the issues they face. It provides
tools for lawyers and judges to aid their advocacy and decision
making on behalf of LGBTQ youth. Special attention is given to
helping lawyers and judges understand the unique needs and
risk factors of LGBTQ youth, forming positive attitudes and
beliefs about LGBTQ youth, developing strong attorney-client
relationships, and using effective advocacy strategies.

http://www.abanet.org/child/lgbtq.shtml
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 What prompted your decision to work to
make the L.A. County child welfare system
more welcoming and inclusive for LGBTQ
resource families? What was the goal?

This initiative came about because I
heard that the Human Rights Campaign
All Children–All Families (AC-AF) initia-
tive had funding for recruitment of
resource families, and as a public agency
we’re always looking for resources. I start-
ed to explore it further and talked to
Ellen, who explained what AC-AF offered,
and that while there might be some assis-
tance with recruitment, that is not really
what this work is all about. Talking with
Ellen and learning about the work of AC-
AF was really inspiring, and I thought
about how we could be doing a better job
in our work with LGBTQ families. In Los
Angeles, for as long as I’ve been working
in adoption, which is many years, we’ve
always worked with LGBTQ families.
However, although we already work with
the LGBTQ community, I realized that
there were things we could do to be more
competent and welcoming.

Back when I first heard about AC-AF, they
were primarily working with relatively
small agencies, with 30 or so people. In
L.A. County, changes would have to take
place on a much bigger scale, as there are
close to 500 people in my Division. We
knew that the process would have to be
different in some respects. We asked our-
selves, “How are we going to do this?”
Even though we weren’t sure how we were
going to do it, it seemed like a good idea,
and the need became more apparent the

more I thought about it. I talked with our
management team, and they were on
board. We set the goal of becoming more
competent and earning the AC-AF seal.

 What steps did you take?

The first step, after deciding to earn the
AC-AF seal, was to establish a work group
that included both internal and external
participants. It was really helpful to have
the AC-AF benchmarks, as they identified
specific areas for our work group to look
at, as well as a work path to follow. We
began by looking at our non-discrimina-
tion statements for clients and staff. We
needed to change them to include gender
identity. It was easy to identify the change
that needed to be made, but getting the
statements changed was a more difficult
process. However, we were able to get
changes made and these statements do
now include gender identity.

 What  were some of the challenges you
faced?

The major challenges were not having
data, not knowing staff attitudes, and the
need for staff training (without the avail-
ability of additional funding).

Data: One challenge was getting data
because we don’t track LGBTQ appli-
cants, although, we know anecdotally that
we are working with LGBTQ individuals
and families. In order to address this
issue, we did a survey of staff asking
them to account for LGBTQ clients they
had worked with during the last 12
months.

Staff Attitudes: Another big challenge
was that, as a large agency, we didn’t
really know the attitudes of our staff
about working with LGBTQ individuals
and families. We knew that some of our
staff worked really well with LGBTQ
clients, and some we really just didn’t
know. With a smaller agency, managers
probably know each and every staff mem-
ber well, including their strengths, weak-
nesses, and training needs. It is different
in a larger agency. That was one of the
areas where it was helpful to get guidance
from Ellen at AC-AF. Out of that discus-
sion came the development of a survey
that, in the future, we are planning to use
to help us get a better sense of where
staff are in terms of working with LGBTQ
clients.

Training: Our work group faced the chal-
lenge of figuring out how to train a large
number of staff without additional fund-
ing. We had approximately 475 staff
members, of which 250 were social work-
ers, and then there are also supervisors,
managers, and support staff. We felt it
was important to train staff at all levels so
that they would know that we do work
with LGBTQ clients, we do adoptions with
LGBTQ individuals and families, and that
this is in accordance with the law. We
thought it was important that everyone on
our team understood the mission of the
Adoption and Permanency Resources
Division, even if they don’t work with
clients directly. The key to this was having
two trainers from the Los Angeles Gay and
Lesbian Center’s Family Services Program
participating in our work group.

Making Changes in L.A. County
by Tracy Serdjenian

NRCPFC Information Services Coordinator

an interview with
Diane Wagner

Division Chief, County of Los Angeles Department of Children & Family Services,
Adoption & Permanency Resources

Diane is a member of the All Children–All Families (AC-AF) National Advisory Council
and has provided guidance and consultation to her peers across the country regarding the

AC-AF tools and resources and the importance of LGBTQ capacity-building.
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They had a grant for some training and
were willing to work with our staff to train
everybody. They spent a lot of time
preparing this training with a sub-group of
staff from our Division. They came up
with a curriculum and then shared it with
Karey Scheyd, our consultant from AC-AF.
She provided input on the curriculum and
also observed the first training. The
involvement of trainers from the LA Gay
and Lesbian Center and AC-AF were key.
It was also really critical that there were
staff from our Division who were willing to
go the extra mile to make this happen –
they took this project on in addition to
their regular workloads. The training was
good, and at the same time, it wasn’t as
comprehensive as I would have liked,
given some of the challenges we faced.
We provided a one day mandatory train-
ing. In the morning, we offered a sort of
LGBTQ 101, including things like basic
terminology, and relevant history and
laws. The afternoon was devoted to adop-
tion-specific information, like home stud-
ies, placements, and challenges families
may face. The AC-AF program includes a
longer training, and we are hoping to have
technical assistance from a National
Resource Center, as well, so that we can
do a “train the trainers” workshop. I
thought I would get pushback from our
staff because I mandated this training,
but I didn’t hear a word. The only feed-
back I got was about other important
areas that we need to cover: Why isn’t
there mandatory training specifically on
working with African American or Latino
clients, for example? I was able to
address this by explaining that working
with LGBTQ clients is one area that we
are looking at now, and we certainly will
look at other areas as well. In terms of the
success of the training, it was important
that this was a team effort and that a work
group, including staff, developed it.

 You’ve talked about the size of your agency.
How is making changes on the county-wide
level different than making changes within a
smaller agency?

Initially, we had to decide whether our
focus would be on the entire agency of
over 7,000 people, or on the Adoption and
Permanency Resources Division. We real-
ized that we couldn’t get the whole agency
up to that level [to earn the AC-AF seal] in
a timely manner. Our Division holds the
adoption license, rather than the entire
agency, so we determined that our
Division would be the entity that would
work to earn the seal. In our Division, we
have staff who recruit, train, and assess
resource parents (to be foster and/or adop-
tive parents), and who provide post adop-
tion services. Once we decided to focus on
the Division, our next step was to figure
out how we were going to approach it. We
gathered a work group of internal and
external folks to figure this out.

With a smaller agency, or with a private
agency, depending on the size, perhaps
there might be more control. In the County,
I report to a Deputy Director, who reports to
the Director, who reports to the Los Angeles
County Board of Supervisors, and so, I had
to get the Deputy Director and Director’s
buy in to move forward, which we did.

There were some considerations in terms
of the political realities that come in to
play – in terms of people’s opinions and
comfort levels – and we had to work with
those realities. In California, our laws are
pretty supportive of LGBTQ families, which
made it easier for us than it might be
somewhere else, as laws and regulations
do impact an agency’s work. At the same
time, laws are one element, as even in an
area with relatively supportive laws, not
everyone may be on board politically. You
need to be aware of this and work with it.

Visit the links below to view these
“Parent Perspectives” stories.

The NRCPFC
Digital Stories website

includes Youth, Parent, Legal
& Family Partner Perspectives.

Go to page 16 of this newsletter
to read more about the NRCPFC

Digital Stories initiative. 

Sherry
shares her life experiences

on both sides of the
child welfare system.
http://www.nrcpfc.org/

digital_stories/Tomlinson_S/
index.htm

Through Sandra’s story
we learn about the importance
of family voice and the ability

to make system change. 
http://www.nrcpfc.org/digital_
stories/Jimenez_S/index.htm
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 What outcomes have you seen as a result
of your efforts?

We earned the seal last April. Since the
training, our staff is more open to talking
about challenges or questions they might
have about working with LGBTQ clients.
Before that, people didn’t really talk
about these issues much. We are spread
out across the county – we have staff in
18 different offices. Members of our staff
raised the following issue: What if some-
one has a question related to LGBTQ
issues and their supervisor isn’t sure how
to respond? Can we have a team of people
they can call about questions they may
have about working with LGBTQ clients?
Based on this idea, we developed a group
of LGBTQ Liaisons in our Division. They
had all been through training and had
experience with the LGBT community and
really wanted to serve as a resource for
their colleagues.

We also have realized that we need more
training and more information about
working with transgender and gender non-
conforming clients. In our training, we
touched on this topic a little bit, and now
we are working on getting more training
about working with transgender resource
parents. The training we had brought peo-
ple up several notches in terms of comfort
level and awareness, and it also let every-
one know we aren’t done – this is an
ongoing process.

 What did you learn that you can share with
other agencies that are beginning to
make these types of changes?

Don’t go it alone. Having a work group is
key. Bring in community partners and other
folks outside your agency or division to try
to get things done. Especially with
resources being tight, a team effort can go
a long way in helping you to achieve your
goals. I recommend using the supports
that HRC AC-AF can provide. Ellen and her
team were really instrumental and helpful
in getting us through it. They assigned a
consultant to our agency who made sug-
gestions and brought up things that we
didn’t think of, which was really helpful. I
also recommend asking the National
Resource Centers for training and techni-
cal assistance. Training is a big challenge
if you don’t have the funds to hire trainers
and don’t have the internal capacity to do
the trainings. With the HRC AC-AF curricu-
lum and the possibility of getting technical
assistance through the provision of training
for trainers through the National Resource
Centers – there is a lot of opportunity.

 In the future, what steps could LA County
take to build on these successes?

It is great that our Division achieved the AC-
AF seal, but staff in other departments also
need to know the laws. Social workers get
that training in academy when they are first
hired, but as time goes on, people tend to
forget. The work that we did energized peo-
ple around this issue. Mitch Mason, who is

Division Chief, Government Relations, and
is responsible for training and formulating
the Department’s strategic plan, pulled
together staff from several different entities
to address LGBTQ-related issues, and they
have been meeting regularly for the last year
or so. I just went to an excellent training that
his work group had arranged on LGBTQ
issues and how to work with families when
their kids are coming out.

In order to do truly effective work, it is
important that everyone is on board, com-
fortable, and trained. It is important that our
adoption workers have been trained, but we
also have workers that provide family reuni-
fication services who could benefit from
additional training, and there is dual case
assignment (involving an adoption worker
and line worker sharing responsibility for a
child). Many of our placements are with pri-
vate foster families, and a private agency
may have a contract that says they can’t dis-
criminate, but they may not be required to
provide training or may not know how to cre-
ate a welcoming environment. We’ve invited
private agencies to join us in this initiative.
We’ve encouraged them to work toward
earning the seal and we’ve offered to help
them. It is important that everyone is com-
petent in terms of working with LGBTQ chil-
dren, youth, and families. We don’t want to
end our work group after achieving the seal,
because there is so much more to be done.

The best part is we’re getting some great
homes for our kids. We have lots of kids who
need safe, permanent, and loving homes,
and we don’t want to exclude anybody.
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Can you tell us about your family?
I adopted Julienne when she was four months old – it was me, as
a single dad, and Julienne. I used to teach first and second grade,
and have a lot of experience with kids. I always wanted to be a
father, but I didn’t know how to make it work. I never had the right
job, the right relationship, or was in the right city… I finally real-
ized: If I am going to become a father, I just have to do it. So I went
ahead. I have a lot of family members and friends who support me.
Julienne is two and a half now. It took a long time to convince my
grandmother that she wasn’t my biological child, because she
looks and acts just like me. It has been a great experience. My
extended family – my parents, sister, and grandmother – and my
friends have given me a lot of support. My best friend lives in the
same city, and is married with three sons. They were ecstatic to
have a girl in the mix. My other best friend – he is my inspiration
– he adopted three boys on his own. They’re teenagers now. I’ve
seen them all grow up and I’ve been part of their lives.

To be honest, I was looking to adopt a two or three year old, not an
infant. But I could see in Julienne’s eyes she was right for me when
I met her. My parents helped me to get adjusted when I first adopt-
ed her. A lot of my friends are really involved in her life now, too.
They will help by picking her up if I have to work late, for example,
or just hanging out with her. Friends get mad if I don’t call every
week to plan a play date, and even my neighbors have gotten in the
mix. My neighbor and her husband have three kids, and every
Monday, Julienne goes over to their house for dinner. Julienne is
very independent and strong willed. Recently, my grandmother was
showing her how to play piano. At first Grandma showed her how
to play, then after a little while, Julienne said, “No, Grandma,
that’s wrong.” She began to show Grandma how she should play.
She likes to do things for herself and to figure out how to do things.
I have to give her things she can do, because she loves to help out
around the house, and to be part of everything I am doing.

Everyone thought I was a little crazy for deciding to raise a child
on my own. You really don’t need to have a partner to become a
parent, but what you do need to have is a plan and a routine. We
definitely have a plan, and not a tight routine, but Julienne knows
her schedule. She knows what she needs to do when she wakes up
in the morning. I lay out her clothes the night before. She goes
potty, puts her clothes on, has breakfast, brushes her teeth, and
then plays with the dogs and the cat for a little while.  And we can
do it all in 45 minutes. It is the parent who makes this work, and

it is the child, too, because she is very bright. People think she is
three or four years old because she really talks to you and is so
engaged. I have been very fortunate because she was exposed to
drugs, but I believe with the right environment and support, a child
can overcome almost anything.

You spoke about your family & friends.
What other supports or resources
were important to you in this process?
My social worker was wonderful – she listened to me on both good
and bad days. I could ask her anything. I had an incident at
Julienne’s preschool, and even though I hadn’t talked with her in
months, I still felt I could contact her to talk about the situation.
She helped me think it through and told me, “Your instinct is
telling you that it is not right.” I wanted to make sure I was not
being overly cautious or protective. Our conversation helped me to
decide what I wanted to do in this situation. She is phenomenal –
it’s really nice to have that relationship.

I know a lot of other families, both straight and gay, who adopted
through private agencies or overseas. My biggest piece is that, I am
adopted, and there are so many kids in the system who need
homes – I want to extend that family onwards. People don’t know
I am adopted, especially because I am just like my dad, exactly like
him. I encourage everyone to look into state systems. I talk about
this a lot when I go to adoption meetings. You never know what
your experience will be as a parent – whether you’re an adoptive or
birth parent. My father has always said to work in your own back
yard, to start in your community.

What are the adoption meetings about?
The meetings are for new people considering becoming parents –
a sort of orientation. I bring Julienne to the meetings. I talk to other
people about my experience and why I opted for this route to
becoming a parent. I had considered all different options and gone
through all different thought processes, weighing the pros and cons
of each one. I had thought about going the surrogate route (which
is very expensive) and had also considered adopting a child from
Ethiopia. I had started looking into adoption through a private
agency. I knew I wanted an African American child and thought
about going through an agency in a different state, such as
Michigan, Texas, or New York, where there are higher numbers of
African American children in the child welfare system. When I
was asking about the process at one agency, I was told that there

Becoming a Father:
A CONVERSATION

WITH JOE
by Tracy Serdjenian

NRCPFC Information Services Coordinator

Joe is the father of Julienne, age 2, and is a member of the LGBTQ community.
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were different fees for adopting children based on their race/ethnic-
ity, for example, with a higher fee for White children than African
American children.  I said, “You’re telling me you put a different
price on different ethnicities? Do you realize that I am African
American?” They became apologetic about it, but it was quite dis-
turbing.  I was going through a private agency because I thought
that, in some ways, it would be a better experience and reduce some
of the risks potentially involved in adoption, but it is really about the
parents and what you do as a parent.  After that experience, I decid-
ed to go through the public system.  One of the things you find out
as you go through the process is that you can have a lot of support
through the public child welfare system.  I tell prospective parents,
if they need help, they can talk to a social worker.  My social work-
er was really helpful to me as I was thinking about and deciding
what I was comfortable with and what I could handle.  My social
worker helped me deal with things as they came up; for example, at
first, Julienne had trouble crawling and I was a little worried about
it.  But about two weeks after she moved in, she was crawling!  After
she moved in, she had a huge jump in terms of her mental growth,
and she was walking at about 9 or 10 months.

Based on your experience, what would
you want services providers to know
about working with the LGBTQ community?
My sexual orientation was discussed in my home study, but it was
not an issue.  The process was very open, and it wasn’t the focus
of the home study: It was more about having a conversation about
my life and what was going on with me.

I would ask child welfare workers to be sensitive about the types of
questions they ask and to think about why they are asking them.  I
would like them to understand that there are many different types
of healthy families and family structures.  One of the questions I
was asked by a social worker (at another agency that I decided not
to go with) was whether there are female influences in my house-
hold.  Yes, I have female friends and family members, but I was
taken aback by the question.  They were coming from a more tra-
ditional idea of family, based on the idea that there is a need for a
male and a female in the household to raise children.  It is impor-
tant to know that there are so many single moms and single dads,
and there are families with three dads, or two dads and two moms,
or two dads and a mom. The social worker didn’t understand this
and wasn’t thinking about different types of families.  Like I said,
at first, I was taken aback. I thought about it more, and later took
offense, because that question was not really necessary.

What would you want other members
of the LGBTQ community to know
about your experience as a parent?
When you’re ready, you can decide what your own family is going
to look like, and who will make up your family group. You don’t
need someone else to define this for you. Some of my friends are
thinking of adopting. They see that my life hasn’t stopped since I
became a parent. It has changed and moved in a new direction,
but I still go out, see my friends, go to parties, and play sports. I
bring her with me. You do have to be with your child, but there are
options. A lot of people are scared about being a parent. I was,
too, at first, but you inherently know what to do – it comes to you.

Is there anything else you
would like to share?
As part of the LGBTQ community, I have a different perspective on
life than a straight person or couple might. I have dealt with
oppression based on my sexuality. I also deal with oppression
based on my race. In some ways, these experiences make me bet-
ter equipped to deal with certain issues that may arise for my child,
in terms of what she might deal with at school, or what people
might say. The most important thing is that she has a great home
and environment, and lots and lots of love. Everybody loves her.
When we were at my grandmother’s house for Easter, it was so hard
for Grandma to see Julienne go. When I was in another room, I
could hear them playing, Julienne asking her great grandmother
questions: They were just enjoying being together.

I would be open to LGBTQ people who are thinking of becoming
parents contacting me to talk about the experience. I don’t think it
gets out enough that this is going on. When I traveled on the plane
with Julienne, everyone was so amazed, saying things like, “I can’t
believe you are coming out here – just you!” I think the word needs
to spread about different types of families – yes, there are single
dads, two dads, three dads – all different family make ups.

Sometimes people ask, “Would I do it again?” Yes I would. In fact,
I am thinking about doing it again.

Joe has offered that LGBTQ people who are considering becoming
resource parents can contact him. Please write to
tserdjen@hunter.cuny.edu if you are interested in being put in touch
with Joe.
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You were one of the founding
members of Center Kids in 1988,
& have been working on LGBTQ
family issues for over 20 years.
How have things changed
over time?
From the very beginning,
adoption and foster parenting
was a key pathway to parent-
ing, and we’ve always wanted
to support people in that pur-
suit. To go way back, the sys-
tem really opened to LGBTQ
people during the boarder
baby crisis and AIDS (at least,
that’s my perception), when
the child welfare system was
thinking, “Who will take these
HIV positive, immune-compro-
mised babies? Maybe gay peo-
ple!” I think that was the crack
in the door for us in foster
care. Before that time, a lot of
LGBTQ people felt the system
was hostile– and by-and-large,
it was. There was sometimes
an attitude of acquiescence in
terms of what workers were
required to do, but if you were
an LGBTQ person or family,
your application would never
get to the top of the pile.
Additionally, there was some-
times an acceptance of
LGBTQ people becoming par-
ents, but for LBGTQ teens, not
for babies.

A lot of people worked hard to
bring about change. For exam-
ple, John Mattingly came in as
New York City’s Administration

for Children’s Services (ACS)
Commissioner in 2004 and
established LGBTQ issues as a
priority for ACS. In 2000, we
started the LGBT Foster Care
Coalition, which included peo-
ple from the New York State
Office of Children and Families
(OCFS), advisor groups,
provider agency representa-
tives such as parent recruiters,
(and other LGBTQ groups, at
first). The Coalition grew and
became very established. A
staff member from one of our
provider agencies, Talbot
Perkins Children’s Services,
got a job at ACS working with
Wednesday’s Child, and advo-
cated on behalf of LGBTQ peo-
ple from within ACS. Pre-dat-
ing our coalition, there was
The LGBTQ Action Group,
which brought together lawyers
from advocacy organizations
like the Urban Justice Center
and the Sylvia Rivera Law
Project, and representatives
from Gay Men’s Health Crisis
and other groups, and met
within ACS. They focused on
issues impacting LGBT youth
in care and are still active
today. ACS eventually put
together a strategic plan for
LGBT inclusion and they work
hard to make it real and hit
their benchmarks. At one
point, they had a full-time
LGBTQ Liaison within ACS.
Unfortunately, budget limita-
tions have sometimes present-

ed challenges for ACS in meet-
ing some of their goals for
working with LGBTQ children,
youth, and families, but
because we all work together
so closely, the work is getting
done. 

Meanwhile, our little coalition
kept chugging along. We
focused a lot of our energy on
caseworker training. Training
is very important for a number
of reasons. One reason it is
necessary to provide regular
trainings is high caseworker
turnover rates. This means
that there are always new staff
people coming in who need to
be trained. We came across
some child welfare workers
with faith-based objections to
parenting by LGBTQ people,
as well as people who didn’t
think they’d ever known a gay
person, and in these
instances, training was really
needed for these workers to
fulfill their responsibilities in
working with LGBTQ prospec-
tive resource families. We also
hosted recruitment events for
LGBTQ people interested in
becoming foster and adoptive
parents through the child wel-
fare system. We eventually
secured grants to pay staff
people, and we are now devel-
oping a model agencies pro-
gram focusing on creating sig-
nificant lasting change within
foster care agencies through

training and technical assis-
tance around LGBTQ issues.
We will certify these model
agencies as LGBTQ-friendly
and LGBTQ-competent. At the
same time, we also provide
large scale trainings in each
borough to reach larger num-
bers of child welfare profes-
sionals and agencies.

Another way things have
changed is that now greater
numbers of people are giving
foster care a second look. The
system is much better than it
used to be for LGBTQ people.
At the same time, internation-
al adoption has moved toward
greater constriction and con-
straint, and there are fewer
international adoptions now
than in past years – which
accounts in part for the
increase in adoptions through
the foster care system. But
regardless of the challenges, I
can honestly say (and do, to
any competent person who
talks to me about wanting to
adopt), if they want to parent a
child, they will.[1] Their sexual
orientation can still sometimes
be an impediment, but it is not
going to stop them from par-
enting if they’re determined
and patient. In the past, adop-
tion by LGBTQ people was
considered a revolutionary

[1] As long as they are assessed to be safe,
appropriate caregivers, in the same way
that all resource parents must be assessed.

L G B T Q
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thing to do, unheard of, and
strange. At the very beginning,
LGBTQ people trying to become
adoptive or foster parents were
sometimes closeted about their
sexual orientation, as much as
they could be (perhaps present-
ing a partner as a roommate)
because of discrimination with-
in the system. In New York City,
at least, those days are over.

“We’ve made
tremendous

progress,
and at the

same time,
we still have

a lot of
work to do.”

What other type of progress has
been made in terms of child
welfare & LGBTQ families?
Over the last generation, there
has been a steadily growing
body of reliable research on the
competency of LGBTQ families,
including the capacity of
LGBTQ people to parent and
the well-being of children raised
by LGBTQ parents. This
research has helped to dispel
myths and disabuse old, false
conflations (for example, wrong-
ly associating child sexual
abuse with LGBTQ people).
This research has proven that
children are safe with LGBTQ

people. While this seems funda-
mental, it’s a big step. The
American Academy of
Pediatrics and the American
Medical Association (among
other professional associations)
endorse LGBTQ parenting, and
the Evan B. Donaldson
Adoption Institute has pub-
lished extensively on LGBTQ
adoption. It is not just that prac-
titioners must do the fair thing
in terms of allowing LGBTQ
people to become adoptive or
foster parents: There is evi-
dence-based practice grounded
in solid social science research
around LGBTQ parenting which
can help shape child welfare
policies and increase opportuni-
ties for permanence for kids in
the system.

What is an area where we
still have work to do in terms
of engaging LGBTQ people as
resource families?
One area where we are really
lacking is around adoption and
foster parenting by transgender
and gender non-conforming peo-
ple. The whole narrative around
transgender parenting has been
around loss, including the com-
plete loss of custody of biological
children (and often even visita-
tion). We recently had an event at
the Center focused on transgen-
der parenting and families with a
transgender family member. ACS
and foster care agencies came
and provided information and
were affirming about inviting
transgender parents. Based on
both historic and current discrim-
ination, a lot of transgender peo-
ple have reason to believe that
they won’t be well-received as
prospective parents. The system
should do much more outreach
to transgender people and staff
training on gender identity and
expression. I know from our train-
ing that gender non-conformity
and other gender-related issues
are areas that folks have the most
trouble understanding.

What are examples of ways
that agencies can support LGBTQ
individuals or couples in becoming
foster & adoptive parents?
Inclusive paperwork. It sounds
trivial but it isn’t – paperwork
speaks loudly to prospective par-
ents. Inclusive paperwork sends
the message that the agency
notices LGBTQ families and
diverse families in general, and
has made accommodation. This
is of enormous importance.
Inclusive paperwork means using
gender neutral language (not
specifying mother and father, for
instance, when talking about
parents). Additionally, it is impor-
tant for agency websites to be
bold about depicting same sex
household images, and that
whatever they say that relates to
straight people is also inclusive
of LGBTQ people. For instance,
if they have a newsletter that
tells adoption stories, it would be
important that LGBTQ family
stories are included. Basically, it
is important that agencies don’t
just talk about LGBTQ families
when gay people come in, but
instead, LGBTQ families should
be made visible and embraced
when speaking to any audience,
whether in the room, on the web-
site, or in recruitment materials.
Agencies should also develop
recruitment materials that are
specifically targeted to LGBTQ
prospective parents.

It is also important that agencies
understand and communicate
their understanding that LGBTQ
people are not only interested in
LGBTQ teens. While finding
homes for queer teens is critical-
ly important, LGBTQ prospective
resource families should not be
limited in this way. They are not
different from straight people in
the sense that, while some
prospective parents may be
interested in fostering or adopt-
ing older youth, many want to
foster or adopt babies or younger
children.

You mentioned that you do LGBTQ
awareness & anti-bias training.
Can you tell us about the training?
The training I provide is pretty
much “Homophobia 101.”
There are a number of good
trainings out there, for exam-
ple, those developed by NASW
with Lambda Legal, Child
Welfare League of America,
ACS, and the Human Rights
Campaign. [See the interview
with Ellen Kahn from Human
Rights Campaign, also in this
issue of Permanency Planning
Today.] We are not trying to
reinvent the wheel. We work
with these trainings, and I also
adapt trainings that I have
developed for schools, because
the issues are similar. We help
people to understand the differ-
ence between sex and sexuality
and the difference between
sexuality and gender, as well as
how homophobia and transpho-
bia hurts all of us (regardless of
our sexual orientation or gender
identity). Some of the topics
covered are basic LGBTQ termi-
nology and statistics about the
vulnerability of LGBTQ youth,
particularly in the child welfare
system. We also familiarize
people with the applicable
laws. Sometimes our Coalition
provides training in a panel for-
mat, and we always include
LGBTQ young people, as well
as LGBTQ parents who have
adopted through the system.
These trainings typically take
place in the context of a fair,
and participating agencies are
invited to share information.
For the last year or so, we
have also offered MAPP
trainings at the Center every
Saturday, provided by staff
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from You Gotta Believe! The staff member includes LGBTQ content so that the trainings are inclusive and meet LGBTQ participants’ needs
for relevant information. We recently partnered with ACS and held a Meet and Greet Event with LGBTQ young people and prospective par-
ents. The efforts are still a work-in-progress, but they’re certainly coming along. The New York City system allows for innovative work to
be done and really, genuinely wants to be inclusive of LGBTQ people, not just because it’s the law.

What resources do you feel would be useful to LGBTQ families
or those working with LGBTQ families across the country?
In addition to the resources on the Center’s website (www.gaycenter.org), the Evan B. Donaldson Institute offers a variety of resources
(www.adoptioninstitute.org). Adoptive Families (www.adoptivefamilies.com) magazine is fantastic, and addresses some of the tougher
issues. The adoption community shares a lot of issues with those involved with reproductive technologies, and each of these areas can
educate and inform the other– making this connection is a relatively new development. 

One of the most valuable and informative resources available is people who are will-
ing to share their experiences. Adults who were raised in trans-racial and trans-cul-
tural families are talking about what are, for them, “the best interests of the child”,
and helping shift adoption practice toward being more child-centered, rather than
adult-centered. These insights can help to improve practice related to openness in the
adoption process, access to information, and what cultural competence really means
if you are parents adopting or fostering a child or youth of a different race. For exam-
ple, for white families who adopt a child of color, this means shifting their identity to
a family of color, rather than thinking of themselves as white parents with a child of
color. It is important to explore what that paradigm shift really means. The first gen-
eration of young people who were raised in LGBTQ households are now young adults,
and they are also beginning to talk about what they themselves define as “best prac-
tices.” There is now so much information coming from adoptees– it’s a big deal.
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